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ABSTRACT 
Aboriginal workers provided European settlers with essential labour in 
Queensland during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Consequently, there has been much historical debate over the precise degree 
of agency and autonomy that these workers accomplished. Aboriginal 
workers constituted a uniform group because they shared the experience of 
dispossession. Nevertheless, their individual working experiences varied, 
depending on further factors such as their gender and locality of 
employment. This thesis argues that a further category - the classification 
of age - also dramatically impacted on the experiences of Aboriginal 
workers. It conducts a comprehensive analysis of the employment of 
Aboriginal children in Queensland from 1842 to 1945 and finds that the 
youthfulness of these workers made them particularly susceptible to 
exploitation. It argues that the experiences of Aboriginal child workers in 
Queensland during this period can be best understood through the 
application of a slave-type framework. 
Thousands of Aboriginal children provided European settlers with essential 
labour in a range of different occupations in Queensland between 1842 and 
1945. Female Aboriginal children were mainly employed as domestic 
servants and male Aboriginal children were predominantly employed as 
pastoral workers. A substantial number of Aboriginal children were also 
employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer industry. There are also 
accounts of Aboriginal children working as guides and interpreters; on the 
goldfields; as 'errand boys'; labourers; in circuses and as jockeys. 
Aboriginal children were highly sought-after employees for several reasons. 
In the first instance, they were available in regions where other workers were 
scarce. Secondly, these children represented the cheapest form of labour 
obtainable. Thirdly, settlers argued that Aboriginal children could be 
'civilised' and the indigenous threat disbanded through the employment of 
these children. Finally, Europeans considered Aboriginal children to be 
pliable workers. 
Aboriginal children were exceedingly desirable employees, yet these young 
workers did not freely choose to enter the European workforce. 
Throughout the entire period studied, Aboriginal children entered the 
European workforce at the behest of their employers and European officials 
and not as a result of their own volition. This strongly indicates that these 
young workers had much in common with slaves. 
European settlers benefited greatly from the exploitation of Aboriginal child 
labour. The extraction of this labour, however, was detrimental to the 
emotional and physical health of Aboriginal child workers in all fields of 
labour. There were few official mechanisms in place to protect these child 
workers. Consequently, it was not unusual for Aboriginal child workers to 
be injured while performing labour that was physically strenuous. 
Furthermore, most Aboriginal child workers were not paid for their labour, 
were not educated and did not receive the basic essentials of life. Moreover, 
many of these children were physically, sexually and emotionally abused by 
their employers. Many Aboriginal children also suffered further severe 
psychological trauma after being removed from, or being denied contact 
with their indigenous family groups. There is evidence that Aboriginal 
children tried to resist the domination of European employers but overall, 
these children remained ensnared in a situation that resembled slavery. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Aboriginal workers provided Europeans with essential labour in an 
extensive range of capacities in Queensland during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. This labour was extracted under oppressive 
circumstances as traditional Aboriginal society had suffered an 
unprecedented disturbance because of European intrusion. While it is 
important to remember this fact, it is also vital to recognise that individual 
Aboriginal workers had varying experiences of employment. In the majority 
of cases, Aboriginal workers were particularly oppressed and subjugated by 
their European employers. In some rarer instances, Aboriginal workers were 
able to manoeuvre successfully within the European economic system. It is 
clear that various factors, such as the gender, temperament of European 
employers, and employment locality of Aboriginal workers greatly affected 
their individual experiences of employment. This thesis finds that an 
additional category, the age of Aboriginal workers, greatly impinged on their 
experience of employment. Aboriginal child workers were particularly 
susceptible to abuse and exploitation as they were the youngest and most 
defenceless members of an inherently vulnerable group. The experiences of 
these Aboriginal child workers are comparable to slavery. 
Large-scale European intrusion into Queensland in the late nineteenth 
century devastated the traditional society and economy of the indigenous 
population. Consequently, Aboriginal workers were members of a 
dispossessed indigenous population who were not in a position to negotiate 
co-equal employment arrangements with Europeans. Despite this, many 
Aboriginal workers showed a great deal of skill and courage in managing to 
move successfully within the European economy. It is important to 
recognise this adaptability and agency of Aboriginal workers. It is however, 
equally important to remember that labour arrangements made between 
Aborigines and Europeans during this period must be viewed as unfree 
arrangements. 
As Alec Fyfe, who has written extensively on child labour, has argued, the 
excessive power that adults have over children means that children are the 
most readily exploited of all labour groups.1 It is evident that European 
employers firmly controlled the power base when they employed Aboriginal 
children. They were able to physically dominate their Aboriginal child 
workers because of their superior physical strength and greater stature. 
Furthermore, European employers were members of the controlling ethnic 
group in a colonial society during this period. As the historian Raymond 
Evans has pointed out, the region's economic and social infrastructure was 
Alec Fyfe, Child Labour (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1 989), p.5 . 
11 
111 
established to benefit Europeans and after European intrusion into the 
region, Aboriginal people were hindered by institutions of deprivation and 
constraint.2 Aboriginal children were the youngest and weakest members of 
this dispossessed and susceptible population. 
It is instructive at this point to state the three intersecting aims of this thesis. 
In the first instance, it proves that a considerable number of Aboriginal 
children were employed in Queensland during the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Secondly, it demonstrates that these Aboriginal child 
workers occupied a uniquely subjugated position in Queensland during this 
period: they were members of a racially oppressed ethnic group made more 
defenceless through their youth. A considerable number of these child 
workers were female and they also experienced further oppression as a result 
of their gender. Finally, the thesis aims to prove that the experiences of 
these Aboriginal child workers are best understood when viewed through a 
slavery framework. 
The vulnerability of Aboriginal child workers is particularly apparent when 
consideration is given to the ways in which Aboriginal child workers entered 
the European economy during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries in Queensland. It is clear that these children did not voluntarily 
2 Raymond Evans, Fighting Words: Writing about Race (St. Lucia, Queensland: Universi ty of 
Queensland Press, 1 999), p. 1 72 .  
iv 
choose to enter into employment arrangements with Europeans but were 
either coerced or forced into employment situations by Europeans. In the 
period before the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale 
ofOpiumAct of1897, was passed, European employers predominantly 
obtained Aboriginal child workers through kidnapping. In this early period, 
lesser numbers of Europeans obtained Aboriginal child employees by 
relying on official agents to procure these young workers and by 'letting in' 
the children of adult Aboriginal employees. After the passage of the 1897 
Act, which forced large numbers of Queensland's Aboriginal population 
onto missions and reserves, Europeans continued to obtain Aboriginal child 
workers through kidnapping and by using the children of adult Aborigines 
they had 'let in'. Larger numbers of European employers, however, used 
official agents connected with Aboriginal missions and reserves to procure 
their Aboriginal child labour. 
Once Aboriginal children began labouring for Europeans, they were 
exploited in a number of different ways. Overall, this employment was 
detrimental to the emotional and physical health and welfare of Aboriginal 
child workers. The bulk of European employers did not modify 
employment .duties for child workers. These child workers risked injury 
through the performance of physically rigorous tasks. The majority of these 
child workers were not paid for their labour and were not provided with an 
v 
education or the basic essentials of life. Furthermore, the racial structure 
that was extant in Queensland during the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries meant that European employers were predisposed to treat these 
children as inferiors in every sense. While these child workers were 
constantly reminded that they did not fit into European society, they were 
often denied contact with their own families and traditional groups. The 
psychological trauma this caused to young workers and their family groups 
is almost incalculable. Furthermore, many of these young workers had their 
miserable working situations compounded by prolonged emotional, physical 
and sexual abuse. Although it is important to recognise the ways that 
Aboriginal children tried to react to this exploitation by formulating and 
implementing strategies of resistance, it is imperative to constantly remain 
cognisant of the extreme power discrepancy between European employers 
and Aboriginal child workers. 
As the sociologist Orlando Patterson explains, historians and sociologists 
have described an excessive use of control and an extreme power imbalance 
as the constant features of slavery.3 It is very clear that these factors applied
to Aboriginal child workers in Queensland between 1842 and 1945 and that 
the employment situations of these children must therefore be viewed as 
3 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts : Harvard University Press, 1 982), p. 1 - 1 4 . 
slave-type arrangements. Therefore, this thesis places the employment of 
these children within the theoretical framework of slavery. 
Vl 
In order to achieve its goals, this thesis is structured in the following 
manner. Chapter One provides an overview of the theoretical, 
historiographical and methodological issues associated with investigating the 
exploitation of Aboriginal child labour in Queensland from 1842 to 1945. It 
also provides the definitions for several key terms used throughout the 
thesis. Following on from Chapter One, Chapter Two positions the 
employment of Aboriginal child labour during this period in its broader 
social and legal context by comparing it with other forms of labour in the 
region and by examining the legalities involved in employing Aboriginal 
child workers. Chapter Two is primarily concerned with exploring the 
reasons that European employers were attracted to Aboriginal child labour 
and finds that labour was appealing to these employers as a consequence of 
four interconnected economic and social reasons. 
Chapters Three and Four consider each of the different ways that Aboriginal 
children entered the European economy in Queensland in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The following four chapters 
conduct thematic examinations of the various fields of labour in which 
Aboriginal children were employed. Chapter Five examines the field of  
vii 
domestic service, which employed most of the female Aboriginal children 
who were employed in Queensland. Chapter Six examines the field of 
pastoral work, which employed the bulk of male Aboriginal children who 
were employed in Queensland during this period. Chapter Seven considers 
the employment of Aboriginal children in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
industry. Chapter Eight examines the various other capacities in which 
Aboriginal children were employed during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries in Queensland. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Abori ginal child labour in Queensland: Theoretical ,  
historiographi cal and methodologi cal perspectives 
In 1873, the well-known British writer, Anthony Trollope, remarked that in 
Queensland he had observed a number of Aboriginal children working for 
Europeans and that the situation of these children "was something like 
slavery."1 To illustrate his point, Trollope cited a case where a fourteen-
year-old Aboriginal girl was employed as a domestic servant. This child had 
repeatedly tried to escape from her employer, was violently recaptured and 
was considered to be "the possession" of her employer.2 Trollope's 
nineteenth century reference to the slave-like components of Aboriginal 
child labour foreshadows the central concern of this thesis, which assesses 
the employment of Aboriginal children in Queensland from 1 842 to 1 945.
This extensive time period allows the thesis to draw considered conclusions 
about the employment of Aboriginal child labour in the region from the 
start of free settlement in the Moreton Bay District until the conclusion of 
the Second World War. 
Anthony Trol lope, Australia and New Zealand, Vol . I (London: Dawsons of Pall Mal l ,
1 873), p .72-73. 
2 Ibid., p.73. 
1 
This thesis has three principal aims. First, it endeavours to prove that a 
substantial number of Aboriginal children were employed in Queensland 
between 1 842 and 1945. Secondly, it demonstrates that Aboriginal child 
workers occupied a particularly subjugated position in Queensland during 
this period. Finally, it suggests that this employment is best understood by 
comparing it to slavery. It uses historical, statistical and sociological 
methods to fulfil these intentions. In completing these aims, the thesis 
makes contributions to three separate areas of historical study. It enriches 
understandings of racial interaction between Aborigines and Europeans in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Queensland. This thesis also 
augments conceptions of labour history by proving that Aboriginal children 
were employed in large numbers in Queensland during this period. Finally, 
the thesis makes a contribution to the history of childhood in Queensland 
by revealing an aspect of this subject not previously studied. 
This thesis also serves an immediate contemporary purpose. It provides 
important primary background material that pertains to the recent Bn.nging 
them home report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families.3 The thesis 
provides evidence that European officials and settlers were particularly 
3 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing them home: Report of the
National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from Their
Families (Sydney: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 200 1 )  
2 
3 
interested in Aboriginal children and that many of the Aboriginal children 
who were forcibly removed from their families in Queensland in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were sent out to labour for 
Europeans at great personal cost to the welfare of these children. While the 
thesis does not directly focus on the forced removal of Aboriginal children 
from their families as was highlighted in the Inquiry� it does contain much 
pertinent but previously unpublished primary material. 
It is necessary to make some points about the time period selected for this 
study. This thesis begins its assessment in 1 842, when free settlement 
commenced in the Moreton Bay District and concludes in 1945, with the 
end of the Second World War. The commencement of the investigation in 
1842 allows the thesis to demonstrate how important Aboriginal labour was 
to Europeans, right from the beginning of large-scale European settlement 
in the region. Adopting 1945 as a finishing point enables the thesis to 
thoroughly consider the impact of both the First World War and the Second 
World War on Aboriginal labour patterns. The thesis concludes its analysis 
in 1945 because archival repositories, such as Queensland State Archives, 
place restrictions on sensitive material relating to people still living. 
The thesis relies on a substantial body of quantitative evidence to contend 
that thousands of Aboriginal children provided Europeans with essential 
labour in Queensland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
(see Appendix F for a quantitative estimation of the number of Aboriginal 
children employed in Queensland during this period). This considerable 
amount of empirical evidence enables detailed conclusions to be reached 
about the type of work these Aboriginal child workers provided. Female 
Aboriginal children were employed mainly as domestic servants and male 
Aboriginal children predominantly as pastoral workers. A considerable 
number of male and female Aboriginal children were also employed in the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industry. Other male and female Aboriginal 
children were employed as guides and interpreters; on the goldfields; as 
'errand boys'; labourers; in circuses and as jockeys. Europeans certainly 
appeared eager to use Aboriginal child workers in almost every conceivable 
field of labour. 
4 
In view of the popularity of Aboriginal child workers, it is vital to consider 
the reasons why Europeans were attracted to this type of labour. Aboriginal 
child workers appealed to European employers for four correlated economic 
and social reasons. First, Aboriginal child workers were available in areas 
where other workers were scarce. Secondly, Aboriginal children could be 
used to provide the most inexpensive labour available. Thirdly, settlers 
considered Aboriginal children to be malleable workers. Finally, Europeans 
argued that Aboriginal children could be 'civilised' or 'Europeanised' by 
5 
performing labour for Europeans. Overall, there can be no doubt that 
Europeans gained enormously by using Aboriginal child workers. These 
children provided them with labour when no other workers were available, 
were inexpensive and were unable to resist exploitation. The extraction of 
this labour, however, was injurious to the emotional and physical health and 
welfare of Aboriginal child workers. 
It is clear that Aboriginal child workers occupied a very powerless position 
as overwhelming evidence shows that these children did not freely opt to 
enter into employment arrangements with Europeans. For the entire time 
covered by this study, Aboriginal children entered the European workforce 
at the behest of their employers. Before the passage of the Aboriginals 
Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1897, European employers 
largely obtained their Aboriginal child workers by engaging in kidnapping. 
During this early period, smaller numbers of Europeans obtained Aboriginal 
child workers by using the labour of Aboriginal children they had 'let in' and 
by relying on official agents to procure child workers for them. After the 
passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 
1897, which forced the majority of Queensland's indigenous population 
onto fiscally-deprived Aboriginal missions and reserves, the bulk of 
European employers obtained Aboriginal child workers by using these 
institutions as labour reservoirs with the connivance of official agents 
6 
connected with their operation. This lack of control that Aboriginal children 
had over their entry into the European workforce throughout the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries strongly shows that these Aboriginal child 
workers were in a position that was very similar to slavery. 
Throughout the period considered, in no way or manner did the colonial 
and later state government monitor the employment situations into which 
Aboriginal children were coerced. Throughout the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, there were few official measures in place to guard the 
safety of Aboriginal child workers. Consequently, it was common for these 
workers to be injured while performing labour tasks that were extremely 
physically arduous. Aside from risking physical injury., most Aboriginal child 
workers were not paid for their labour, were not educated and did not 
receive the basic essentials of life. Furthermore, many European employers 
physically, sexually and emotionally abused these Aboriginal child workers. 
Many Aboriginal children also suffered further severe psychological trauma 
after being removed from, or being denied contact with their indigenous 
family groups. There is evidence that many Aboriginal children attempted to 
oppose the authority of European employers but overall, these children 
remained trapped in a condition that closely approximated to a modern 
form of slavery. 
The theoretical foundations of the topic 
This thesis is particularly concerned with placing the experiences of 
Aboriginal child workers in a slave-type framework by using a combination 
of historical and sociological methods.4 Sociological methods provide the 
theoretical means of understanding the empirical historical evidence 
collected in this thesis. 5 At this point, it is necessary to clarify and expand 
upon the theoretical concept of slavery that underpins this thesis. The 
distinguished sociologist Max Weber divided workers into two categories -
7 
free and unfree labourers.6 He believed that free labour occurred when "the 
services of labour are the subject of a contractual relationship which is 
formally free on both sides."7 He considered that unfree labour occurred 
when "an individual procures the right to utilise a labourer's labour services 
by gaining property rights over the latter."8 Weber considered slavery., along 
with conditions such as serfdom, to be an example of unfree labour. 
4 For useful overviews of the intersections between these fields of study, see particularly, 
Arthur Stinchcombe, Theoretical methods in social history (New York: Academic Press, 1978);  Phi l ip  
Abrams, "History, Sociology, Historical Sociology", Past and Present, Vol .  87 (1980), p.3-67 ; Charles 
Tilly, As Sociology Meets History (New York: Academic Press, 1981) ; Phil ip Abrams, Historical 
Sociology (West Compton House, Near Shepton Mallet, Somerset, England: Open Books, 1982) ; 
Reinhard Bendix, Force.fate, andfreedom: on historical sociology (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984 ); Theda Skocpol, ed . ,  Vision and method.in historical sociology (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984) and Christopher Lloyd, "The methodologies of Social H istory : A 
critical survey and defense of structurism", History and Theory, Vol 30 (1991), p .180-219. 
5 Abrams, Historical Sociology, p.x. 
6 Max Weber, An Outline of Interpretative Sociology (Berkeley, Cali fornia: University of 
California Press, 1978), p . 1 27-128.  
7 Ibid. 
Ibid., p. 1 26. 
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There has been much debate amongst historians, lawyers and sociologists 
over exactly what slavery is and what constituent elements make a person a 
slave.9 Indeed, in 1984, the historian David Brion Davis alluded to the 
difficulties involved in defining the term when he commented that "the 
more we learn about slavery., the more difficulty we have defining it."10 
While there is dispute amongst theorists, two unifying themes - power and 
domination are cited in most definitions of the term.1 1  In 1926, the Slavery 
Convention, organised by the League of Nations, defined slavery as "the 
status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers 
attaching to the right of ownership are exercised."12 Nearly fifty years later 
in 1 972, the historian Robert W Winks again alluded to extreme power 
discrepancies between workers and employers when he considered that 
slaves differed from other workers in "the totality of [their] powerlessness in 
principal."13 That same year, George P. Rawick, another historian who had 
written a text on slavery in America, maintained that the 1 926 League of 
Nations definition of slavery - with its emphasis on the relationship 
between power and domination and the status of a slave was still the most 
9 This debate is hardly recent. Figures such as Aristotle, Euripides, Plato, Thomas Aquinas, Jena 
Jacques Rousseau and Karl Marx all noted the problems involved in defining slavery . See Panos D. 
Bardis, Dictionary of Quotations in Sociology (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1 985), 
p .260. 
1 0  David Brion Davis, Slavery and Human Progress (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1 984), p .8 .  
1 1  Robin Blackburn, "Defining Slavery - i ts special features and social role" i n  Leonie J .  Archer, 
ed. ,  Slavery and Other Forms of Unfree Labour (London: Routledge, 1 988),  p .262-279.  
1 2  G. E. M.  de Ste .  Croix, "Slavery and other forms of unfree labour" i n  Archer, ed . ,  Slavery and 
Other Forms of Unfree Labour, p.2 1 -22 .  
1 3  Robert W Winks, ed . ,  Slavery: A Comparative Perspective (New York: New York 
University Press, 1 972), p 
9 
pertinent. 1 4 Four years later, in 1976, Robert A. Padgug wrote another 
article describing the problems involved in defining slavery and pointed to 
the powerlessness of the slave. 1 5 
In 1982, the sociologist Orlando Patterson conducted the most 
comprehensive evaluation of the question of slavery as a condition.16 He 
observed that in the past many different characteristics had been used to 
define and describe slave-type situations and slavery as a condition. 
Patterson convincingly argued that these previous attempts to define slavery 
had failed because they had predominantly defined slavery as the legal 
ownership of human beings . 17 Patterson contended that this definition was 
too simplistic, as it did not take into account the complexities of slavery as a 
historical condition. 1 8 
While considering the various constituent elements that might be used to 
define slavery, Patterson noted that most descriptions of  the condition 
emphasised the dramatic power imbalance that existed between master and 
14 George P. Rawick, ed. ,  The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, Vol . 2 (Westpoint, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing Company, 1 972), p.207. 
1 5  Robert A. Padgug, "Problems in the Theory of S lavery and S lave Society", Science and 
Society, Vol. 40, No. 1 (Spring 1 976), p.3-27. 
1 6  Patterson had previously written a number of less comprehensive pieces of work on issues
related to slavery. See particularly, Orlando Patterson, "On S lavery and S lave Formations", New Left
Review, No. 1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p .31 -67. and Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery:
An Analysis of the Origins, Development and Structure of Negro Slave Society in Jamaica (Cranbury, 
New Jersey: Associated University Presses, 1 969). His comprehensive evaluation of slavery was
released as Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1 982). 
17 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study, p.2 1 .  
1 8  Ibid. 
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slave. 1 9  After surveying the extensive body of literature on slavery, he agreed 
that substantial power imbalances had been central to most historical 
understandings of slavery. He concluded that slavery could best be 
described as "the permanent, violent domination of natally alienated and 
generally dishonoured persons ."20 In the course of formulating this 
definition, Patterson observed "slavery is one of  the most extreme forms of  
the relation of domination, approaching the limits of total power from the 
viewpoint of the master, and total powerlessness from the viewpoint of the 
slave."21 This thesis adopts Patterson's definition of slavery, with its 
emphasis on the ultimate powerlessness of a slave and the domination 
exercised by a master. I t  recognises that the issue of legal ownership is not 
central to the definition of  slavery. Rather, legal ownership is a manifestation 
of the powerlessness of certain slaves .  
It is important to examine the concept of power closely, as i t  is  fundamental 
to virtually all definitions of slavery. The most widely cited definition of  
power i s  that formulated by Weber. As  Weber's concept of free and unfree 
labour is used throughout this thesis, in combination with historical 
sociological methods, it is also appropriate to use Weber's conception of  
power. Weber defined power a s  "that opportunity existing within a social 
19 
20 
2 1  
Ibid., p. 27 .  
Ibid., p. 1 3. 
Ibid., p. l .
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relationship which pennits one to carry out one's own will even against
resis tance and regardless of the basis on which this opportunity rests . "22 
A number of Australian historians have questioned whether Aboriginal 
workers in the colonial economic system occupied a position similar to 
slavery. In 1 984, Raymond Evans became the first historian to consider 
thoroughly the status of Aboriginal workers in Queensland's past. Evans 
applied Patterson's model of slavery to Aboriginal workers and argued that, 
while Aboriginal workers were never slaves in the strict legal sense of the 
word, their situation was remarkably similar because they were powerless 
and were usually coerced into employment under the fear of violent death. 
In the late 1980s and 1 990s, a number of revisionist historians, most notably 
Christopher Anderson,23 Ann McGrath,24 Marie Fels25 and Bain Attwood,26 
contested Evans'  approach and adopted a more conciliatory viewpoint 
towards race relations in Australia's past. These historians argued that labour 
relations between Aborigines and Europeans were driven more by 
cooperation than fear and violence and that the work of earlier historians 
had not properly considered Aboriginal agency and Aboriginal responses to 
European domination. These revisionist historians influenced a 
22 Max Weber, Basic concepts in sociology (London: Peter Owen, 1 962), p. 1 1 7 .  
Christopher Anderson, "Aborigines and T in  Mining in  North Queensland : A Case Study in  
the Anthropology of Contact History", Mankind, Vol .  1 3, No. 2 (April 1 984 ) ,  p.473-497. 
24 Ann McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle': Aborigines in Cattle Country (Sydney: Allen & Un w i n , 
23 
1 987) 
25 Marie Fels ,  Good Men and True: The Aboriginal Police of the Port Phillip District 1 837-
1853 (Carlton, Victoria: Melbourne University Press, 1 988)  
26 Bain Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines (Sydney : Allen & Unwin, 1 989)
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considerable number of other historians who published material in the 
1980s and 1990s relating to Aboriginal labour patterns. 27 
Evans and another historian, Bill Thorpe, have highlighted a flaw amongst 
revisionist histories .  They argued that a substantial proportion of  revisionist 
work does not properly place Aboriginal-European labour relations into the 
broader social context.28 There is no question that revisionist historians 
have conducted extremely important work and have greatly expanded the 
parameters of Aboriginal-European labour relations by demonstrating the 
skill and agency that Aboriginal workers displayed. This work, however, 
could attract criticism for failing to devote a great deal of  attention to the 
highly racially prejudiced colonial society within which Aboriginal workers 
were situated. Evans has argued that some revisionists have appreciated 
individual agency without examining the institutions of deprivation and 
constraint that subjugated Aboriginal workers . 29 
While strongly refuting the claims of revisionist historians that labour 
relations between Aborigines and Europeans were often peaceful and were 
27 See for example, Alan Pope, "Aboriginal Adaptation to Early Colonial Labour Markets: the 
South Australian Experience", Labour History, No. 54 (May 1 988), p. 1 - 1 5 ;  Sal ly  Hodson, "Nyungars 
and Work : Aboriginal Experiences in the Rural Economy of the Great Southern Region of Western 
Australia' · ,  Aboriginal History, Vol . 1 7 , Part 2 ( 1 993), p.73-92; Richard Broome, "Aboriginal Workers 
on South-Eastern Frontiers", Australian Historical Studies, Vol . 26, No. 1 03 (October 1 994 ), p .202-
220; Robert Castle and Jim Hagan, "Settlers and state : The creation of an Aboriginal workforce i n  
Austral ia", Aboriginal History, Vol . 2 2  ( 1 998), p.24-35 . 
28 Raymond Evans, Fighting Words (St. Lucia, Queensland : Universi ty of Queensland Press, 
1 999), p . 1 72 .  
29 Ibid. 
1 3  
forged for mutual benefit, Thorpe again claimed that Aboriginal workers 
occupied a slave-like position in colonial Australia. In many ways, however, 
Thorpe believed that the situation of Aboriginal workers in Australia's past 
was far worse that the situation of slaves. Thorpe argued that Aboriginal 
workers were best described as "colonised workers" because European 
colonists did not value the labour of these workers as much as slave owners 
valued the labour of slaves. Furthermore, Thorpe argued that slaves received 
more protection from abuse because they were an "investment of capital in 
human resources."30 
The precise conceptual term appropriate for describing Aboriginal workers 
in nineteenth and early twentieth century Queensland is clearly a highly 
contested issue. When considering this issue, however, it is important to be 
aware of two important considerations. First, Aboriginal labourers were 
certainly unfree labourers according to Weber's conception of the term. 
European intrusion into Queensland caused massive devastation to 
traditional Aboriginal society and European colonists subsequently 
oppressed Aborigines through formal institutions of deprivation.31 As the 
sociologist Robert Miles has explained, the disruption to the Aboriginal 
mode of production by European colonists meant that Aborigines had to 
30 B il l  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society (St. Lucia, Queens land : 
University of Queensland, 1 996), p .66. 
3 1  For an  excel lent theoretical overview of  the intersections of  racism, colonialism and 
deprivation, see Banton, Racial and Ethnic Competition and E. Ell is Cashmore, Dictionary of Race and 
Ethnic Relations (London: Routledge, 1 984) 
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provide labour power to Europeans under conditions of unfreedom in 
return for subsidence. 32 �1ichael C. Howard, who has examined Aboriginal 
power in Australian society, has also made this pertinent point. 33 Secondly, 
as Evans originally pointed out in his 1 984 chapter, "'Kings' in Brass 
Crescents : Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial Queensland", 
the experience of being unfree "seared into [the] consciousness" of 
Aboriginal workers in colonial Queensland on a daily basis . 3 4  Many 
Aboriginal workers themselves have described their working situations as 
slavery, and as Evans has pointed out, intellectuals and academics should 
not dismiss their experience of slavery because it does not confine to a 
precise intellectual concept. 35 The historians, Ann Curthoys and Clive 
Moore, have expressed a similar viewpoint, maintaining that slavery is the 
most appropriate English term to describe the experiences of Aboriginal 
workers in nineteenth and early twentieth century Australia. They conclude 
that "Aboriginal workers were never slaves in the strict sense, but neither 
were they free. "36 
32 Robert Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or necessity ? (London: Tavistock 
Publications, 1 987), p .  l 09 . 
33 Michael C. Howard, ed . ,  Aboriginal Power in Australian Society (St. Lucia, Queensland : 
University of Queensland Press, 1 982), p. 1 - 1 3. . 
34 Evans, " 'Ki ngs' i n  Brass Crescents" , p .203-204. 
35 Evans, Fighting Words, p . 169- 1 70. 
36 Ann Curthoys and Cl ive Moore, "Working for the White People : an Historiographic Essay on 
Aboriginal and Torres S trai t  Islander Labour" in Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds . ,  with Jackie 
Huggins, Aboriginal Workers (Sydney : Austral ian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995),  p .4. 
1 5
While there has been considerable debate over the status and nomenclature 
of Aboriginal workers in Queensland, there has been virtually no dispute 
over the classification of  child workers as slaves. Indeed, the writer Peter 
Lee Wright recently entitled his text on the global use of child labour in the 
late twentieth century, Child Slaves. 37 The widespread use of the term 'slave' 
to describe child workers is not surprising. As previously emphasised, the 
concepts of  power and domination have been central to most theoretical 
and commonsense understandings of slavery. As Patterson contended, 
"slavery is one of the most extreme forms of the relation of domination, 
approaching the limits of total power from the viewpoint of the master, and 
total powerlessness from the viewpoint of the slave."38 The obvious and 
dramatic imbalance of power between children and adults means that child 
labour can accurately be described as a slave-type situation because child 
workers are unable to enter into free labour arrangements with adult 
employers . 39 Aboriginal children were both members of a dispossessed and 
powerless indigenous population who provided European colonists with 
unfree labour, and children, who hold almost no power in relation to adults .  
Consequently, there can be no doubt that Aboriginal child workers in 
37 
38 
Peter Lee Wright, Child Slaves (London: Earthscan Publications, 1 990) 
Ibid. , p. l .
39 For more on the fundamental ly unfree nature of child labour see particularly, Alec Fyfe, Child 
labour (Cambridge: · Pol i ty Press, 1 989), p . 1 1 -28 ; Lee Wright, Child Slaves, p.6-29 and Malcolm 
Falkus, Susan B lackburn, Howard Brasted, Amarj it Kaur and Denis Wright, Child labour in Asia: 
Some Perspectives on Selected Countries (Canberra: Australian Agency for International 
Development, 1 997), p.3- 1 3. 
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Queensland occupied a position that was something very similar to slavery 
and this thesis repeatedly emphasises this important point. 
Terms and concepts 
This thesis uses a number of important terms and concepts throughout. It is 
necessary to clarify and explain this terminology. Perhaps the most 
important term adopted in this thesis requiring clarification is that of  children. 
Defining the age when childhood ends and adulthood begins is extremely 
difficult because, as the historian Phillippe Aries first pointed out, childhood 
is a modern historical construction.40 Throughout this thesis , I have 
classified Aboriginal and European people under the age of  eighteen years as 
children. There are several reasons for this. In the first instance, 
international bodies such as UNICEF and the International Labour 
Organization, define a child as a person under the age o f  sixteen. When 
.. 
referring to child labour and children performing dangerous labour, 
however, these organisations argue that this labour is damaging to people 
under the age of eighteen and accordingly expand their definitions and 
classify all people under the age of eighteen as children.41 Secondly, recent 
overviews of government policies towards Aboriginal people in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have also tended to demarcate 
40 Phillippe Aries , Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life (London : Jonathan 
Cape, 1 962). See also, Lloyd De Mause, ed . , The History of Childhood (New York: Psycho-History 
Press, I 97 4) 
4 1  Falkus, Blackburn, Brasted, Kaur and Wright, Child Labour in Asia, p.5 . 
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people under the age of eighteen as children for the purposes of their 
studies .42 Finally, the age used by the Queensland government to define the 
state of  childhood shifted throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries and frequently differed for Aboriginal and European children. For 
the sake of constancy, this thesis has classified all people under the age of  
eighteen as  children, as  this was the policy generally adopted by the state 
government towards European children in the later part of the nineteenth 
century and early part of the twentieth century. 
Throughout this thesis, the terms work, labour and employment are used 
interchangeably. They are used to describe work tasks undertaken in the 
European economic system. I have not classified the duties that Aboriginal 
children might have performed in their family groups as child labour, work 
or employment, as light family duties undertaken within family situations 
differ enormously from the highly exploitative experience of labouring in 
the European economy.43 
The historian Joanne Scott recently remarked that the terms used to describe 
the indigenous population of Queensland are under debate.44 A number of  
42 For example, Peter Read, The Stolen Generations: The removal of Aboriginal Children in 
New South Wales 1883 to 1 969 (Sydney: New South Wales Minister of Aboriginal Affairs, 1 982) ,  p.2.  
and Sue Fabian and Morag Loh, Children in Australia: An Outline History (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1 980), p . 1 8 . 
43 Falkus, Blackburn, Brasted, Kaur and Wright, Child labour in Asia, p.2 1 . 
44 Joanne Scott, 'Generic Resemblances ' ?  Women and Work in Queensland, 1 9 1 9- 1 939, Ph . D. 
thesis, University of Queensland, 1 995 , p . 1 8 . 
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Aboriginal people, including the historian Jackie Huggins ,  prefer the term 
Aboriginal to be used as both a noun and an adjective instead of the term 
Aborigines, because Europeans used the term Aborigines to objectify and 
degrade Aboriginal people.45 Scott has noted that the use of the term 
Aboriginal does not avoid negative connotations as various government 
officials and the office of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals also used this 
term to classify and objectify Queensland's indigenous population. 
Consequently, Scott opted to use the term Aborigine as a noun. I have 
adopted Scott's approach and have also used the term Aborigine as a noun 
and Aboriginal as an adjective. To avoid repetition, I also refer to Aboriginal 
people as the indigenous population of  Queensland. 
Throughout the time period considered in this thesis , government officials 
and European employers used an array of exceedingly insulting racist terms 
to describe and oppress Aboriginal people. This language has been cited in 
this thesis only where it serves to demonstrate the highly prejudiced system 
under which Aborigines lived. The terms 'half-caste' and 'full-blood', which 
were used throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 
Queensland, are highly offensive and completely meaningless .46 While most  
government reports grouped Aboriginal people into these biologically racis t  
categories, I have not  repeated these artificial constructs and have 
45 Jackie Huggins, "Writing My Mother ' s  Life' ' ,  Hecate, Vol. 1 7 , No. I ( 1 99 1 ) , p .88 .
Michael Dodson, "The Wentworth Lecture: The end in  the beginning: re(de)fining 
Aborigi naJ i ty", Australian Aboriginal Studies, No. 1 ( 1 994 ), p.2-22.
4 6  
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considered all members o f  Queensland's indigenous population to be 
Aborigines . I have only used the terms 'half-caste' and 'full-blood' in this 
thesis when the government took a particular course of action based on the 
erroneous assumption that a person was a 'half-caste' or a 'full-blooded' 
Aboriginal person. Consequently, all statistical information compiled in this 
thesis simply describes Aboriginal people and does not include the 
biologically racist terms that the Queensland government used in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The historiographical context 
Having explained the broad intentions of this thesis and clarified the key 
terms that are used throughout, it is now important to provide an overview 
of the diverse range of texts that were used in the construction of this thesis, 
to situate this piece of work in its particular historiographic context and to 
consider the specific and unique contribution that it makes to existing 
literature. The construction of this thesis has required the utilisation of a 
vast  array of secondary texts dealing with subjects as diverse as race relations 
between Aborigines and Europeans in Queensland and Australia, labour 
relations between Aborigines and Europeans, European and Aboriginal 
childhood in Australia and Queensland, theories of childhood and child 
labour, and general histories of Queensland. Furthermore, the construction 
of this thesis has also required a familiarity with theories of race relations 
20 
and economic development. While these texts have been invaluable in the 
construction of this thesis, it is crucial to note that no historian has yet 
conducted a thorough investigation of childhood in Queensland or 
Aboriginal child labour in the region. 
In highlighting the specific experiences of  Aboriginal child workers in 
Queensland, this thesis makes a significant contribution to three areas of  
historiography. It enriches understandings of racial interaction between 
Aborigines and Europeans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 
Queensland, it augments conceptions of labour history, and makes a 
contribution to the history of childhood in Queensland. In order to 
achieve this , the thesis has relied on a vast body of  literature, which has 
included material on race relations in Australian history, material on 
Aboriginal-European labour relations, material on European and Aboriginal 
childhood in Australia and some limited material which includes passing 
references to Aboriginal child labour. 
The construction of this thesis has required considerable utilisation of  texts 
dealing with race relations between Aborigines and Europeans in Australia 
and particularly Queensland during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries . 
Until the late 1 960s, Australian historians wrote very little on Aborigines . 
Indeed, during a 1 968 Boyer Lecture, the anthropologist W E. H. Stanner 
2 1  
observed that over the course o f  the twentieth century, Australian historians 
had practised a cult of historical indifference or a "Great Australian Silence" 
towards Australia's indigenous population.47 This historical apathy largely 
reflected dominant social beliefs towards Aborigines .  During the late 1 960s 
and early 1 970s, as dramatic social changes influenced Australia and as social 
history began to change the scope and focus of history, a number of 
historians began to challenge this historical indifference. 
One of the first and most important early studies to e�erge from this period 
was Charles Rowley's three-volume series on Aboriginal policy and practice 
in Australian history.48 Rowley's work was quickly supplemented by a range 
of highly significant texts that analysed race relations between Aboriginal 
people and European settlers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries .49 In particular, historians such as Peter Corris,50 Peter Biskup,51 
47 W. E. H. Stanner, After the Dreaming: The 1 968 Boyer Lecture (Crow' s  Nest, New South 
Wales, Australian Broadcasting Commission, 1 99 1  ), p . 1 8. For further examinations of the removal of 
Aborigines from Australian historiographies and general trends in the writing of Aboriginal-European 
interaction, see the following pieces of work: R. H. W. Reece, "The Aborigines in Australi an 
Historiography" in John A. Moses, ed . ,  Historical Disciplines and Culture in Australia: An  Assessment 
(St. Lucia, Queensland:  Universi ty of Queensland Press, 1 979), p .253-28 1 ;  Peter B iskup, "Aboriginal 
History" in G. Osborne and W. F. Mandie, New History: Studying Australian History (Sydney: AJlen 
& Unwin, 1 982) and Bain Attwood, "Aboriginal History", Australian Journal of History and Politics, 
Vol . 4 1  ( 1 995), p.33-47. 
48 C. D. Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society: Aboriginal Policy and Practice, Vol . 1 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1 970) ; C. D� Rowley, The Remote Aborigines: 
Aboriginal Policy and Practice, Vol . 2 (Canberra: Australian National University, 1 970); C. D .  
Rowley, Outcasts in White Australia: Aboriginal Policy and Practice, Vol . 3 (Canberra: Australian 
National University Press, 1 97 1  ) ;  
49 See for example, Henry Reynolds, Aborigines and Settlers (North Melbourne: Cassel l ,  1 972);  
Frank Stevens, ed . ,  Racism: The Australian Experience, Vol .  1 ,  Prejudice and Xenophobia (Sydney :  
Australia and New Zealand Book Company, 1 974); Frank Stevens, ed . ,  Racism: The Australian 
Experience, Vol , .  2, Black Versus White (Sydney: Australia and New Zealand Book Company, 1 974) ;  
Frank Stevens, ed . ,  Racism: The Australian Experience, Vol. 3 ,  Colonialism (Sydney: Australia and 
New Zealand Book Company, 1 975);  Andrew Markus, From the barrel of a gun: the oppression of 
the Aborigines, 1860- 1900 (West Melbourne, Victoria :  Victorian Historical Association, 1 974);  
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Bob Reece,52 Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin,53 Henry
Reynolds,54 Lyndall Ryan55, Noel Loos56 and Michael Christie,57 published 
important state-based examinations, which used extensive primary research 
to further highlight the brutal nature of  the colonial frontier. In view of  the 
fact that these early works were intent on emphasising the historically 
neglected violent first s tages of contact between Europeans and Aborigines, 
the majority of these texts did not consider the various s trategies of  
accommodation that some Aboriginal people were occasionally able to enter 
into. Furthermore, they did not devote a great deal of attention to labour 
relations between European settlers and Aboriginal people .  
A substantial body of secondary literature deals with race relations between
Aborigines and Europeans . Some of the first historians to consider 
Janine Roberts, From massacres to mining: the colonization of Aboriginal Australia (London: 
CIMRA, 1 978) 
50 Peter Corris, Aborigines and Europeans in Western Victoria (Canberra: Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, 1 968) 
51  Peter Biskup, Not slaves, not citizens: The Aboriginal Problem in Western A ustralia (St. 
Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 973) 
5 2  R. H. W. Reece, Aborigines and colonists: Aborigines and colonial society in New South 
Wales in the 1 830s and 1840s (Sydney : Sydney University Press, 1 974) 
53 Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin ,  Exclusion, Exploitation and 
Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial Queensland (Sydney: Australia and New Zealand B ook 
Company, 1 975) 
54 Henry Reynolds has pubhshed extensively.  For work with a particularly s trong focus on 
Queensland, see particularly his co-authored piece with Noel  Loos, .. Aboriginal Resistance in  
Queensland", Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol . 22, No. 2 (August 1 976), p .2 1 4-226 and 
Henry Reynolds, Race Relations in North Queensland (Townsville, Queensland : History Department, 
James Cook University of North Queensland, 1 978) 
5 5  Lyndall Ryan, The Aboriginal Tasmanians (St .  Lucia, Queensland : University of Queensland 
Press, 1 98 1 )  
56 Noel Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-European Relations on the North 
Queensland Frontier, 1861-1897 (Canberra: Austral ian National University Press, 1 982) 
5 7  Michael F. Christie, Aborigines in colonial Victoria, 1835-86 (Sydney: Sydney University 
Press, 1 979); 
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Australia's early race relations used Queensland as a case study. 58 Later, 
his torians such Dawn May59 and Rosalind Kidd60 undertook vast amounts of 
primary research which is  invaluable to historians attempting to understand 
racial interaction between Aborigines and Europeans in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries . A number of theses dealing with aspects of  
race relations in Queensland provide invaluable information for the 
historian attempting to chart and map out interactions between Aborigines 
and Europeans during this period. In particular, Thom Blake, who wrote a 
thesis on Barambah Aboriginal settlement,61 Christine Halse, who studied 
the Reverend Ernest Gribble and race relations in North Queensland,62 
Joanne Watson, who authored a thesis on the Palm Island Reserve in North 
Queensland,63 Rosalind Kidd, who studied the government administration 
of Aboriginal affairs in her thesis , 64 and Joanne Scott, who undertook a 
comprehensive overview of the employment of Aboriginal women in 
58 See particularly, Evans, Saunders and Cronin, Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination: 
Race Relations in Colonial Queensland and Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-European 
Relations on the North Queensland Frontier 1861 -1897. 
59 Dawn May, From Bush to Station: Aboriginal Labour in the North Queensland Pastoral 
Industry 1861 -1897 (Townsville, Queensland: Department of History, James Cook University, 1 983) 
and Dawn May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement to the 
Present (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1 994). 
60 Rosalind Kidd, Regulating Bodies: administrations and Aborigines in Queensland 1 840- 1 988,  
Ph. D .  thesis, Griffith Universi ty, 1 994. 
6 1  Thom Blake, A Dumping Ground: Barambah Aboriginal Settlement, Ph.D.  thesis, University 
of Queensland, 1 99 1 .  
62 Christine Halse, The Reverend Ernest Gribble and Race Relations in Northern Australia, 
Ph. D thesis, University of Queensland, 1 992. 
63 Joanne Watson., Becoming Bwgcolman: Exile and Survival on Palm Island Reserve, 1 9 1 8 to 
the Present", Ph .D. thesis, Universi ty of Queensland, 1 993 .  
64 Kidd, Regulating Bodies: administrations and Aborigines in Queensland 1 840- 1 988.  
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Queensland between the First and Second World Wars in her thesis,65 have 
provided this thesis with vital contextual material. 
It is clear that some of  the most  important race relations texts that emerged 
in the late 1 960s and 1 970s influenced a number of historians who were 
concerned with labour history. 66 Up until the 1 960s, labour historians in 
Australia had been preoccupied with charting the history of the labour 
movement in Australia and the experiences of European male workers .67 
The sweeping social changes of the 1 960s changed the focus of  Australian 
history and labour history began to consider the experiences of Aboriginal 
workers .68 
From the outset, a number of Australian historians were aware that variable 
factors could greatly influence the contact experiences of Aboriginal people .  
In 1 977, the historian Andrew Markus suggested in very clear terms that 
Aboriginal frontier experiences were not uniform. He pointed out that a 
variety of factors such as the location of European power, prevalent 
65 Joanne Scott, 'Generic Resemblances ' ? : Women and Work in Queensland, 1 9 1 9- 1 939, Ph. D .  
thesis, University of  Queensland, 1 995 . 
66 For the first significant examples of labour historians considering Aboriginal workers see Ann 
Curthoys, "Good Christians and Useful Workers : Aborigines, Church and State and New South W ales, 
1 870- 1 883" in  Sydney History Group, What Rough Beast? The State and Social Order in A ustralian 
History (Sydney : Allen & Unwin, 1 982), p .3 1 -56.
6 7  For an overview of the writing of labour history in  Australia, see John Merrit, "Labour 
History" in G. Osborne and W. F. Mand le, eds . ,  New History: Study Australia Today (North Sydney: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1 982), p. 1 1 3- 14 1 .  and Greg Patmore, Australian Labour History (Melbourne:
Longman Cheshire, 1 99 1  ) .  
6 8  See Ray Frances, Bruce Scales and Ann McGrath, "Broken Silences? Labour History and 
Aboriginal Workers" in Terry Irving, ed. ,  Challenges to Labour History (Sydney: University of New 
South Wales, 1 994 ), p . 1 89-2 1 1 for an excel lent overview of the way labour history ignored and then 
began to consider the experiences of Aboriginal workers. 
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attitudes towards Aborigines, the date and speed of settlement and 
population density, the economic basis of contact and the physical 
environment all greatly influenced various interactions between Aborigines 
and Europeans.69 In 1 982, the historian Noel Loos took great care to
consider these various factors in his text, Invasion and Resistance,70 which 
charted relations between Aborigines and Europeans on the North 
Queensland Frontier between 1 861  and 1 897. 
The following year, in 1 983, the anthropologist Christopher Anderson noted 
that different Aboriginal people had different experiences of working for 
Europeans. He argued that overviews of working relations between 
Aborigines and Europeans should be careful not to repeat three main errors 
perpetuated by earlier historians . In the first instance, he argued that a 
number of  these earlier historians had assumed that Aboriginal societies 
around Australia were identical. Secondly, they had presumed that 
Aboriginal responses to European invasion were all uniform. Finally, 
Anderson argued that these earlier historians had presupposed that the 
impact of  European colonisation on all Aboriginal groups was the same. 71
69 
1 73. 
70 
Andrew Markus, "Through a Glass, Darkly", Aboriginal History, Vol. 1 ,  No. 2 ( 1 977), p. 1 72-
Loos, Invasion and Resistance. 
71 Anderson, "Aborigines and Tin Mining in North Queensland: A Case Study in the 
Anthropology of Contact History", p.473-497. 
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Australian historians were quick to acknowledge and discuss some of  the 
differences that impacted on Aboriginal working experiences . These 
historians however� did not recognise the way that the age of  Aboriginal 
workers dramatically impinged on their working experiences . The way that 
gender influenced the experience of Aboriginal workers was considered 
comparatively early. In 1 978, Ann McGrath published a perceptive article 
on Aboriginal women workers in the Northern Territory, which discussed 
the particularly oppressed position of these workers .72 Works highlighting 
the especially subjugated position of female Aboriginal workers were 
enhanced by the release of a number of pieces in the 1 980s that discussed 
the intersections of racism and sexism and the way that this impacted on 
Aboriginal women in Australia's past.73 
72 Ann McGrath, "Aboriginal Women Workers i n  the N.T. ,  1 9 1 1 - 1 939", Hecate, Vol. 4, No. 2 
(July 1 978), p.5-25 . 
73 For theoretical work on this  issue in  an Austral ian context, see particularly, Kay Saunders , 
"All the Women were White? Some thoughts on Analysing Race, Class and Gender in  Austral ian 
�ist?ry' ' ,  Hecate, Vol. 
.
1 7, No. 1 ( 1 99 1 ), p. 1 57- 1 60 and Jan Pellman, "Racism, sexism and sociology"
m Gill Bottomley, Mane de Lepervanche and Jeannie Martin, eds . ,  /ntersexions: 
Gender/class/culture/ethnicity (North Sydney : Allen & Unwin,  1 99 1 ), p . 1 87-202 .
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During the 1 980s and 1 990s, when a number of Aboriginal women who had 
laboured for Europeans began to publish their recollections, the intensely 
oppressed position of female Aboriginal workers became clearer. Bill 
Rosser's 1 984 text Dreamtime Nightmare/4 and Marnie Kennedy's 
autobiography, Born a Ha!f-Caste, 75 published in 1 985, were amongst the first 
texts to highlight this matter. The historian Jackie Huggins has published a 
number of important pieces of material which drew attention to the position 
of female Aboriginal workers .76 In 1 996, Huggins and her mother Rita 
Huggins' published their text, Auntie Rita, providing further elucidation on 
this matter.77 
In 1 984, the historian Dawn May published From Bush to S tation,78 the most 
comprehensive study of the use of Aboriginal labour in the North 
Queensland pastoral industry from 1 861  to 1 897 . May was not only 
sensitive to the ways that gender affected the experiences of Aboriginal 
workers, but also highlighted the way that location and the particular 
industry that Aboriginal workers were employed in, could impact on their 
74 Bil l  Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares: Biographies of Aborigines Under the Queensland A ct 
(Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1984) 
75 Marnie Kennedy, Born a Half-Caste (Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 
1 985) 
7 6  Jackie Huggins, '"Firing On in the Mind ' :  Aboriginal Women Domestic Servants in  the In ter­
War Years", Hecate, Vol. 1 3 , No. 2 ( 1 987- 1 988),  p.5-23 ; Jackie Huggins and Thom B lake, "Protection 
or Persecution? Gender Relations in  the Era of Racial Segregation'· in  Kay Saunders and Raymond 
Evans, eds. ,  Gender Relations in Australia: Domination and Negotiation (Marrickville, New South 
Wales: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1 992), p.42-58 .
77 Jackie Huggins and Rita Huggins, Auntie Rita (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1 996)
78 May, From Bush to Station: Aboriginal Labour in the North Queensland Pastoral Industry,
1861 - 1897 
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working experiences . In 1 987, another text dealing with Aboriginal labour 
in Australia's pastoral industry was published. Ann McGrath published 'Born 
in the Cattle ' ,79 an extensive text dealing with the use of Aboriginal labour in 
the Northern Territory pastoral industry. McGrath was also cognisant of the 
variety of Aboriginal experiences and discussed both gender and locality as 
detenninants of working experiences .  
:McGrath's text was also significant for another reason. It argued that 
Aboriginal workers involved in this industry had been able to maintain their 
culture and customs through their employment and that Europeans had 
been so reliant on Aboriginal labour that many of these workers had been 
able to negotiate favourable employment conditions. 80 This represented a 
move away from earlier interpretations of Aboriginal-European labour 
relations which had tended to argue that labour accords between Aborigines 
and Europeans were driven more by conflict than cooperation. In order to 
present this more conciliatory approach to labour relations, McGrath 
highlighted the different experiences of individual Aboriginal workers, the 
way that gender impacted on working experiences and the specific situation 
of the Northern Territory cattle industry. McGrath also pioneered another 
important trend in Aboriginal labour history. Her s tudy relied on oral 
79 
80 
McGrath , 'Born in the Cattle ' 
Ibid. 
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testimony from Aboriginal informants in a way that had not previously been 
attempted. 
The influence that McGrath's work had on other historians of Aboriginal 
labour who were writing in the 1 980s cannot be overemphasised. 81 Her 
work served to emphasise the diverse experiences of Aboriginal workers 
historically and led to a number of other historians claiming that some 
Aboriginal workers had a great deal more bargaining power and agency that 
previous historians of Aboriginal labour had recognised. In 1 988, the 
historian Marie Fels published Good Men and True, which studied the 
Aboriginal Police of the Port Phillip District from 1 827 to 1 853.82 Fels 
contended that the Aboriginal men who had been employed in the Native 
Police Force in the Port Phillip District had been not been forced into this 
employment but had actively sought out this work and had performed the 
duties requested of  them with excellence.83 Fels does not argue that all 
Aboriginal workers in Australia had this degree of agency but that the 
particular locality and features of employment in the Native Police Force 
were compatible with traditional Aboriginal culture. While Fels does 
highlight the variable factors that could influence Aboriginal experiences of  
8 1  I n  a review o f  this text, Bain Attwood asserted that " 'Born in the Cattle ' i s  probably the most 
i mportant monograph in 'Aboriginal history' since Henry Reynolds ' The other side of the frontier first 
appeared in 1 98 1 ." See Bain Attwood, "Understandings of the Aboriginal Past: History or Myth" , 
Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol. 34, No. 2 ( 1 988), p.265 . 
82 Marie Fels, Good Men and True: The Aboriginal Police of the Port Phillip District 1837-
1853 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press) 
83 Ibid. 
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employment, she does not devote a great deal of attention to the broader 
social situation that oppressed Aboriginal workers. 
In  1 989, these two texts were supplemented by Bain Attwood's The Making 
of the Aborigines, which did not deal directly with Aboriginal labour but made 
points which altered the way that historians thought about Aboriginal 
people in Australia's past. 84 Attwood's central supposition was that 
'Aborigines' as such did not exist before European colonists arrived in 
Australia and that 'Aborigines '  were constructed or 'made' by European 
colonists .  Attwood also argued that there were a variety of Aboriginal 
working experiences and that the process of 'coming in' to the European 
economy was not entirely controlled by Europeans but was more of a two-
way process. 
Other Aboriginal accounts that were released in the 1 990s pointed out that 
other factors had impacted on the experiences of individual Aboriginal 
workers . In  1 993, Stuart Rintoul's invaluable collection of oral history, The 
Wailing, which included testimonies from Aboriginal people all over 
Australia was released. 85 This text provided clear evidence of  the highly 
oppressive social position that Aboriginal workers had occupied in 
Australia's past but also indicated the diversity of  Aboriginal experiences. 
84 
85 
1 993) 
Bain Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines (Sydney : Allen & Un win, 1 989)
Stuart Rintoul,  ed . ,  The Wailing: A National Black Oral History (Melbourne: Heinemann, 
3 1  
Despite this growing body o f  scholarship, very few historians discussed the 
way that age impacted on the experiences of Aboriginal workers . 
The majority of  histories of Aboriginal labour that were released in the 
1 990s based their conclusions on sophisticated and meticulous research. The 
historians who authored these studies benefited enormously from the 
growing range of Aboriginal testimonies and recollections that were released 
in this decade and frequently incorporated Aboriginal oral testimonies .  They 
tended to argue that Aboriginal workers in colonial Australia were all 
members of a dispossessed indigenous population who shared the overall 
experience of subjugation and racism. They also focused on the differences 
in the individual working experiences of Aboriginal people. Three 
particularly significant texts that took this approach were released in this 
decade. In 1 990, the prolific Henry Reynolds published With the white people, 
86 an in-depth examination of the contribution that Aboriginal workers made
to the exploration and development of Australia in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries . In 1 994, May released another study dealing with 
Aboriginal workers . This text, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry,87 was a 
wide-ranging examination of the use of Aboriginal labour in this industry in 
Queensland . In 1 99 5,  the journal Labour History devoted a complete edition 
86 Henry Reynolds, With the white people: the crucial role of Aborigines in the exploration and 
development of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Pengui n  Books, 1 990) 
87 May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement to the
Present. 
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to the role of Aboriginal workers in Australia's past. 88 This represented the 
first collection of historical essays on Aboriginal work and workers . 
While Australian historians have rapidly started to fill an enormous
historiographical void by highlighting the experiences of Aboriginal workers, 
very little attention has been paid towards the employment of  Aboriginal 
children. This void is attributable to the disregard that Australian historians 
have generally shown towards children and childhood. 89 In recent years, the 
rise of social history has seen a number of Australian historians slowly begin 
to fill this historiographical abyss. Consequently, there are a growing number
of important studies which discuss the historical experiences of European 
children, Aboriginal children and also the construction of Australian 
families . 
The historical experiences of European children in Australia are covered 
comprehensively in a number of texts devoted either solely to the study of 
childhood or  to  the history of  families in Australia.90 Two of the most  
important studies on childhood in Australia include Sue Fabian and Morag 
88 Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds . ,  with Jackie Huggins, Aboriginal Workers (Sydney :  
Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995) 
89 For more on the study of childhood and youth in Austral ia, see Penelope Hetherington, 
"Childhood and Youth in Australia", Journal of Australian Studies, No. 1 8  (May 1 9 86), p. 3- 1 8 .  
90 For example, John Larkins and Bruce Howard, The Young Australians: Australian Children 
since 1 788 (Adelaide: Rigby, 1 98 1 ) ;  Bob Bessant, ed . ,  Mother State and her little Ones; Children 
and Youth in Australia 1860s-1 930s (Melbourne: Centre for Youth and Community Studies, 1 987) ; 
Penelope Hetherington, ed . ,  Childhood and Society in Western A ustralia (Nedlands, Western Aus tralia: 
University of Western Austral ia Press, 1 988) ;  Michael Gilding, The Making and Breaking of the 
Australian Family (Sydney: Allen & Un win, 1 99 1  ); J. Kent, Jn the Half Light: Reminiscences of 
Growing Up in Australia, 1900- 1 970 (Sydney : Doubleday, 1 988) 
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Loh's study, Children in Australia: An Outline History91 and Jan Kociumbas's 
1 997 text, Australian Childhood· A History.92 A number of other historians 
have focused specifically on the experiences of European children who were 
made wards of the State in Australia's past.93 Queensland has been well 
served by histories of these 'state children' . In 1 968, Phillipa Newton wrote 
an Honours thesis on the State and child welfare in Queensland between 
1 900 and 1 9 1 594 and in 1 978, Laraine Goldman published a thorough 
Masters Qualifying thesis on child welfare in Queensland from 1 865 to 
1 9 1 1. 95 
The great bulk of texts that focus on the experiences of Aboriginal children 
have, understandably, concentrated on the experiences of the many 
Aboriginal children who were removed from their families by government 
officials and the devastating impact that this had on Aboriginal 
commuoities .96 This increasing body of  work has illustrated the vulnerability 
9 1  Sue Fabian and Morag Loh, Children in Australia: An Outline History (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1 980) 
92 Jan Kociumbas, Australian Childhood: A History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1 997)
93 For example, Margaret Barbalet, Far From a Low Gutter Girl: The Forgotten World of State 
Wards : South Australia 1887-1 940 (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1 983);  John Ramsland, 
Children of the Back Lanes: Destitute and Neglected Children in Colonial New South Wales 
(Kensington:  University of New South Wales Press, 1 986) 
94 Phillipa Newton, The State and Child Welfare, 1 900- 1 9 1 5 , BA Hons thesis, University of 
Queensland, 1 968. 
9 5  Laraine Goldman, Child Welfare in  Nineteenth Century Queensland : 1 865- 1 9 1 1 ,  MA 
Qualifying thesis, University of Queensland, 1 978 .  
96 For example, Peter Read, The Stolen Generations: The Removal of Aboriginal Children in 
New South Wales 1883 to 1 969 (Sydney:  New South Wales Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs, 1 982) ; 
Coral Edwards and Peter Read , eds. ,  The Lost children: thirteen Australians taken from their 
Aboriginal families tell of their struggle to find their natural parents (Sydney: Doubleday, 1 989); 
Barbara Cummings, Take this child: from Kahlin Compound to the Retta Dixon Children 's Home 
(Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1 990) ; T. Austin ,  I Can Picture the Old Home So Clearly. The 
Commonwealth and 'Half Caste ' Youth in the Northern Territory 191 1 - 1939 (Canberra: Aboriginal 
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of Aboriginal children as a group. In particular, the 1 997 Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission inquiry, Bringing them home, which 
investigated the separation of Aboriginal children from their families, clearly 
and cogently illustrated the powerless position of Aboriginal children in 
nineteenth and twentieth century Australia.97 In 2000, Anna Haebich 
released Broken Circles, an extremely important text that discussed the way 
that Europeans had systematically removed Aboriginal children from their 
family groups almost from the start of European settlement in Australia.98 
While historians are starting to direct attention towards Aboriginal people 
and many Aboriginal workers recall starting employment at a very young 
age,99 the widespread nature of this employment and its overall importance 
has not yet been acknowledged in a thorough study. This thesis goes 
someway to rectifying this neglect by concentrating on this highly neglected 
aspect of Australian history. In doing so, it makes a significant and original 
historiographical contribution to existing literature. 
Studies Press, 1 993); Carmel B ird, The Stolen Children: their stories: including extracts from the 
Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children 
from their Families (Milsons Point, New South Wales: Random House, 1 998) ;  A. Haebich and A .  
Delroy, The Stolen Generations: Separation of Aboriginal Children from their Families (Perth, 
Western Australia:  Western Australian Museum, 1 999) and Peter Read, A Rape of the Soul so 
Profound (St. Leonards, New South Wales : Allen & Unwin, 1 999)
97 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing them home: report of the 
National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their 
Families. 
98 Anna Haebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1800-2000 (Fremantle, 
Western Australia: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000) 
99 See for example, Kennedy, Born a Half- Caste; B ill Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares (Canberra: 
Austral ian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 985); Joe McGinness, Son of Alyandabu: My Fight for 
Aboriginal Rights (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 99 1  ); Huggins and 
Huggins, Auntie Rita and Herb Wharton, Cattle Camp: Murrie Drovers and Their Stories (St. Luci a, 
Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 994) .  
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In formulating this thesis , it has not only been essential to utilise material 
dealing with European and Aboriginal children in Australian and 
Queensland history; a significant body of secondary material on childhood 
and child labour has also been used. Phillippe Aries made the first attempt 
to place the concept of childhood into its historical context with his te�t, 
Centuries of Childhood. 100 This text has been followed by numerous other 
historical and theoretical studies that locate childhood in its historical 
perspective. 101 The recent interest in childhood has also seen the release of a 
number of  texts dealing with the problem of child labour. 102 It  has been 
necessary to engage with these texts in the course of researching this thesis 
in order to fully comprehend the devastating impact of this labour on the 
lives of child workers . For the same reason, it has also been important to 
peruse material pertaining to developmental child psychology. In 1 950, the 
psychologist Erik Erikson published, Childhood and S ociery, 1 03 the most widely 
cited text on childhood. This work has proved invaluable in the construction 
of this thesis . Erikson's work was supplemented by a number of texts 
authored by Jean Piaget104 and items written by Lawrence Kohlberg. 105 
1 00  Aries, Centuries of Childhood. 
101  For example, DeMause, ed . ,  History of Childhood. 
1 02 See particularly, Sandy Hobbs, Jim McKechnie and Michael Lavalette, Child Labour: A 
World History Companion (Oxford : ABC-CLIO, 1 999) 
1 03 Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York: W. W .  Norton & Company, 1950)
104 See particularly, Jean Piaget, The child 's conception of the world, translated by Joan 
Tomlinson and Andrew Tomlinson (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1 929); Jean Piaget, The
moral judgement of the child, translated by Marjorie Gabain (London : Routledge and Kegan Paul ,
1 932); Jean Piaget, The child's construction of reality, translated by Margaret Cook (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1 955;  Jean Piaget, The child and reality: problems of genetic psychology,
translated by Arnold Rosin (New York: Grossman Publishers, 1 973) and Jean Piaget, The child and
reality: problems of genetic psychology (New York: Grossman Publ ishers, 1 973) 
The construction of this thesis has also required much background 
information pertaining to selected aspects of  Queensland's social, political 
and economic history. Fortunately, there is a great volume of secondary 
material dealing with these topics. A number of  historians have written 
comprehensive histories of  Queensland. 106 The most  thorough studies 
include a two-volume series by Ross Fitzgerald, 107 a general overview 
provided by W Ross Johnston 108 and a historical sociological analysis of 
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colonial Queensland undertaken by Bill Thorpe. 1 09 These wide-ranging texts 
have been supplemented by an array of excellent theses which deal with 
selected econornic,1 1 0  political1 1 1  and social1 1 2  aspects of Queensland history. 
1 05 See particularly, Lawrence Kohlberg, Charles Levine and Alexandra Hewer, Moral stages: a 
current formulation and a response to critics (New York: Karger, 1 983) and Lawrence Kohl berg, The 
psychology of moral development (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1 984)
1 06 For example, Sir Raphael Cilento with Clem Lack, Triumph in the Tropics: An Historical 
Sketch of Queensland (Fortitude Val ley, Queensland : Smith & Paterson, 1 959); G. C. Bolton, A
Thousand Miles Away: A History of North Queensland to 1 920 (Canberra: Australian National 
University Press, 1 972) and Hector Holthouse, Illustrated History of Queensland (Adelaide:  Rigby, 
1 978) 
1 07 Ross Fitzgerald, From the Dreaming to 1 91 5: a history of Queensland (St .  Lucia, 
Queensland : University of Queensland Press, 1 982) and Ross Fitzgerald, From 1 915 to the early 
1980s: a history of Queensland (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 984) 
1 08 W .  Ross Johnston, The call of the land: a history of Queensland to the present day (Mi l ton, 
Queensland : Jacaranda Press, 1 982) 
1 09 B il l  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society (St. Lucia, Queensland: 
University of Queensland Press, 1 996) 
1 '°  To date, David Cameron has undertaken the most thorough historical the·sis on the economic 
development of Queensland. See David Cameron, An historical assessment of economic development, 
manufacturing and the pol itical economy in  Queensland, 1 900- 1 930, Ph. D.  thesis,  Universi ty of 
Queensl and, 1 999. See also Noela Deutscher, The Development of the Cattle Industry in Queensland 
I 840- 1 890, BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1 959 and Margaret Stubbs-Brown, The 
Secondary Industries of Queensland : 1 875- 1 900, BA Hons thesis ,  University of Queensland, 1 962 . 
1 1 1  J . B .  Dalton, The Queensland Labour Movement 1 889- 1 9 1 5 , BA Hons thesis, Universi ty of 
Queensland , 1 96 1  and M. Cope, A Study of Labour Government and the Law in Queensland 1 9 1 5-
1 922, BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1 972.  
1 1 2 W Thorpe, A Social  History of Colonial Queensland : Towards a Marxist Analysis, Ph . D. 
thesis ,  Univers ity of Queensland, 1 985 . 
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The use of racial and economic theories has enabled the thesis to place the 
employment of Aboriginal children into a broader milieu. The sociologist 
Michael Banton has written a selection of valuable tracts which attempt to 
explain racism in societies. 1 1 3 E. Ellis Cashmore has also published valuable 
work that attempts to explain racism and racial stratification in societies . 1 14 
Max Weber,1 1 5 Immanuel Wallerstein,1 1 6 and Robert Miles1 1 7 have all 
formulated important economic theories that have greatly aided the 
construction of this thesis . On a more local basis , it has been necessary to 
become acquainted with the pattern of economic development in 
Queensland. Economists such as Charles Percy Harris have undertaken 
work which provides the essential economic framework in which to place 
this study. 1 1 8 
This thesis is the first large-scale and detailed investigation into the use of 
Aboriginal child labour in any state in Australia. It draws together a 
considerable body of apparently disparate materials in order to examine this 
1 1 3 See particularly, Michael Banton, Race Relations (London: Tavistock, 1 967); Michael 
Banton, Racial and Ethnic Competition (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi ty Press, 1 983) and Michael 
Banton, Racial Theories (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1 987). 
1 1 4 Cashmore, Dictionary of Race and Ethnic Relations. 
1 15 See particularly, Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretation Sociology 
(Berkeley: Universi ty of California Press, 1 978) and Max Weber, General Economic History (New 
Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1 98 1 )  
1 16 I. Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism (London: Verso, 1 983) 
1 1 7 Robert Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or necessity ? (London : Tavistock 
Publications, 1 987) 
1 1 8 Charles Percy Harris, Regional Economic Development in Queensland 1859 to 1981 with
particular emphasis on North Queensland (Canberra: Centre for Research on Federal Financial 
Relations, Australian National University, 1 984) 
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employment. While this thesis makes a unique contribution in its 
undertaking, it is important to acknowledge the small number of other 
historians who showed a remarkable degree of foresight by observing the 
historical importance of Aboriginal child labour in Australia. These 
historians noted the importance of Aboriginal child labour during the course 
of  researching other work. It is essential to discuss these works and point
out the ways their foci differ from this thesis. 
Historiography directly focused on Aboriginal child labour has been limited 
to eight major pieces of work. The first of these was the chapter Raymond 
Evans wrote in 1 984 entitled '"Kings' in Brass Crescents : Defining 
Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial Queensland."1 1 9  In 1 990, Henry 
Reynolds addres sed the issue of Aboriginal child labour in his text, With the 
white people.1 20 Reynolds' work was supplemented by an article written by 
Penelope Hetherington, "Aboriginal Children as a Potential Labour Force in 
Swan River Colony, 1 829- 1 850", which was published in the Journal of
Australian Studies in 1 992. 1 21 In 1 997, Rosalind Kidd briefly considered the 
issue in The W qy We Civilise. 1 22 !vfore recently, in 2000, the historian Anna
1 1 9 Evans, '" Kings'  in B rass Crescents : Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial 
Queensland", p . 1 83-2 1 2 . 
1 20 Reynolds, With the white people, p. 1 65 - 1 9 1 .  
1 2 1  Penelope Hetherington,  "Aboriginal Children as a Potential Labour Force in  Swan River 
Colony, 1 829- 1 850", Journal of Australian Studies, No. 33 (June 1 992), p .4 1 -55 .  
1 22 Kidd, The Way We Civilise, p. 1 8-35.  
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Haebich considered the employment of Aboriginal children in Australia's 
past in her text, Broken Circfes.1 23 
These texts provide invaluable historical context, theoretical foundations 
and irrefutable empirical evidence that Aboriginal children worked for 
Europeans in Australia's past; however they do not focus directly on the 
issue of the employment of Aboriginal children in Queensland. Evans 
mentioned the frequency with which Aboriginal child workers were 
abducted in colonial Queensland. He did not, however, devote a great deal 
of attention to this matter because he was mainly interested in the 
employment of adult Aboriginal workers and placing this within a slavery 
framework. Reynolds observed that Aboriginai children were frequently 
employed in colonial Australia; however, he dealt with Australia as a whole 
and did not provide a great deal of information on Aboriginal child labour 
in Queensland. Furthermore, his work was descriptive and provided a 
narrative, rather than an ana!Jsis of this type of employment. Hetherington's 
study focused on the Swan River District, not Queensland and considered 
only the employment of Aboriginal child labour in the colonial period. 124 
Furthermore, Hetherington's analysis suggested that Aboriginal children 
were mainly employed when other labour was unavailable. This may have 
been the case in Western Australia, but was not the situation in Queensland. 
1 23 Haebich, Broken Circles, p .77-79; 1 43 - 1 5 1 .  
1 24 Hetherington, "Aboriginal Chi ldren as A Potential Labour Force in  Swan River Colony, 
1 829- 1 850", p.4 1 -55.  
--- - ---�- -- ---------------------
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This thesis proves that European settlers were also attracted to Aboriginal 
child labour as a result of  other economic and social factors. Kidd provides 
an excellent overview of government policies towards Aboriginal people and 
does observe the frequency with which Aboriginal children were sent out to 
labour. Her chief concern, however, is not with Aboriginal child labour. 
Haebich's text was also not immediately concerned with investigating 
Aboriginal child labour, but instead focused on the historical removal of 
Aboriginal children from their families in Australia from the beginning of 
the nineteenth ce-ntury until the end of the twentieth century. During the 
course of her investigation, however, Haebich noted that many of the 
Aboriginal children who were forcibly taken from their families by either 
government officials or individual Europeans were subsequently made to 
perform labour for Europeans . 
While no text has directly examined the employment of Aboriginal child 
labour in Queensland' s  past, this thesis benefits from the important and 
exhaustive research that these historians have conducted. I t  draws together 
secondary literature in fields ranging from race relations between Aborigines 
and Europeans in Queensland and Australia, material on labour relations 
between Aborigines and Europeans, material on European and Aboriginal 
childhood in Australia and Queensland, theoretical material on childhood 
and child labour and general histories of Queensland. It has also used texts 
that discuss theories of race relations and economic development. In 
undertaking an investigation into the use of Aboriginal child labour in 
Queensland, this thesis makes a significant contribution to three different 
areas of historiography. It supplements conceptions of  racial interaction 
between Aborigines and Europeans in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries in Queensland, it enhances understandings of labour history and 
makes a major contribution to the history of childhood in Queensland. 
The methodological approach 
Having discussed the historiographical origins of this topic and the 
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distinctive and original contribution that this thesis makes, i t  i s  now fitting 
to provide an overview of the methodological approach that has been used 
to chart the employment of Aboriginal child labour in Queensland between 
1 842 and 1 945. As the historiographical overview reveals, this thesis collates 
and draws on a substantial body of secondary material, augments these texts 
and then stakes out a distinctive historiographical position. This thesis rests 
its conclusions on a major body of complementary quantitative and 
qualitative primary evidence. A range of secondary material also 
complemented this primary data . The quantitative data was used to 
construct a database containing the details of as many Aboriginal child 
workers as possible. The qualitative data was used to understand the social 
context behind this employment. The evidence utilised throughout this 
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thesis was compiled from a diverse range of primary sources including 
archival material, material published by the Queensland government, 
colonial newspapers and memoirs, Aboriginal memoirs and a range of pre­
recorded oral histories from Aboriginal workers . All of  this primary 
evidence was analysed with statistical, historical and sociological methods .  
Thus, the conclusions made in this thesis are based on extremely firm 
empirical foundations . 
This thesis draws together material from a range of  disparate sources .  
Textual archival sources pertaining to the topic were located at  the Fryer 
Library attached to the University of Queensland, the John Oxley Library, 
the Mitchell Library in New South Wales and at Queensland State Archives .  
The Fryer Library holds a selection of material from settlers as does the 
John Oxley Library. The John Oxley library also holds a diverse collection 
of photographs relating to the thesis , as well as material compiled by 
Archibald Meston, a central figure in the administration of Aboriginal affairs 
in Queensland during the late nineteenth century and early twentieth 
century, as well as records from Barambah Aboriginal settlement. The 
Mitchell Library in New South Wales held a very small number of 
photographs on aspects related to this thesis , a number of  manuscripts from 
early Queensland European settlers, the papers of the missionary Ernest 
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Gribble and the papers of  the British Aboriginal Protection and Anti-Slavery 
society. 
The richest  archival repository used in the construction of this thesis was 
indisputably Queensland State Archives. A comprehensive search of  these 
holdings generated an enormous volume of information pertaining to this 
topic. For the purposes of this thesis , all correspondence to the Colonial 
Secretary relating to Aboriginal issues from 1 86 1  to 1 895, which was held at 
Queensland State Archives ,  was comprehensively i.ndexed. This proved to 
be an enormous undertaking but also yielded an enormous array of valuable 
source material. In January 1 898, as part of  radical changes to Aboriginal 
policy formulated in the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium 
Act of 1 897, two Protectors of Aboriginals in the colony were appointed. 
Archibald Meston was appointed the Protector of Aboriginals for Southern 
and Central Queensland, while Walter Roth was appointed the Northern 
Protector of Aboriginals. In 1 904, these two positions were combined and 
Walter Roth was appointed the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 
Queensland. In 1 939, the position of Chief Protector of Aboriginals was 
changed to the Director of  Native Affairs . All correspondence to these 
government officials , amounting to an enormous range of communication, 
was examined. Crucial information was also gained from sources such as 
police files, watch-house records and court transcripts and hospital 
admission records. 
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The extensive archival research was supplemented by a considerable range 
of other published official government material. The yearly Votes and 
Proceedings of the Queensland parliament, which later became Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, initially contained annual reports by the various 
Northern and Southern Protectors of Aboriginals. Later, when the 
positions were changed, Queensland Parliamentary Papers contained reports 
from the various Chief Protectors of Aboriginals and then reports from the 
Director of Native Affairs . In all, more than forty-five years worth of annual 
reports from these officials , ranging from 1 898 to 1 945, were consulted. 
Votes and Proceedings and Queensland Parliamentary Papers also contained reports 
from officials connected to the education department and state children's 
department . .  These reports were vital in placing the employment of 
Aboriginal children into a broader context. Various editions of the 
Queensland Government Gazette provided information on specific pieces of  
legislation related to the topic, while Queensland Parliamentary Debates 
contained information raised by politicians in parliament that were 
connected with Aboriginal matters . 
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Contemporary newspapers published in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries were also extremely rich sources of information relating 
to Aboriginal child labour in Queensland and also provided the thesis with 
an invaluable social and political context in which to place this employment. 
As the historian Denis Cryle has asserted, "the consistency with which the 
Queensland press addressed broad debates over race, land and constitution, 
provides valuable insights into the forces shaping the emerging colony."1 25 
The Queenslander newspaper, which was published from 1 865 to 1 933, 
provided a great deal of  contemporary information related to this thesis . 
Consequently, the entire back run of this newspaper was utilised. In 1 939, 
the Queens lander was re-named the Courier-Mail and this newspaper was 
viewed from 1 939 until 1 945. During the construction of this thesis, the 
entire back collection of  the Moreton Bt!J Courier, the forerunner to the 
Queenslander, which was published between 1 846 and 1 86 1 , was examined. 
The Queensland Figaro, was examined from 1 883 to 1 885, the Boomerang from 
1 887 to 1 892 and the Worker from 1 889 to 1 900. Smaller local newspapers 
published during this period greatly supplemented this newspaper. In 
particular, the Port Denison Times (Bowen) , which was consulted from 1 864 to 
1 9 1 0, the Cooktown Courier, which was consulted from 1 874 to 1 889, and the 
1 25 Denis Cryle, The Press in Colonial Queensland: A Social and Political History 1845-1875 
(St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 989), p . 1 39. 
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!Ylackay Mercury, which was consulted from 1 868 to 1 880, greatly aided the 
construction of  this thesis . 
Apart from the extensive use of official material and newspaper sources, this 
thesis has drawn on a wide variety of  contemporary accounts published by 
European settlers and Aboriginal people. While a considerable number of  
accounts from European settlers were incorporated into this thesis, the most 
useful included A. J .  Vogan's The Black Police: A Story of Modern Australia, 1 26
which was published in 1 890, Constance Campbell Petrie's text, Tom Petrie 's 
Reminiscences of Ear!J Queensland,1 27 which was published in 1 904, W H. 
Corfield's Reminiscences of Queensland 1 862- 1 899, 1 28 which was published in
1 921 , Ernest Gribble's Forry Years with the Aborigines,1 29 which was published 
in 1 930 and J. H. Binnie's My Life on a Tropic Goldfield,1 30 which was published
in 1 944. 
Two highly influential government officials published texts that were 
important in the construction of this thesis . Archibald Meston, the 
Protector of Aboriginals in Southern and Central Queensland from 1 89 8  to 
1 904, published a number of texts . The first, A Proposed System for the 
1 26 A. 1. Vogan, The Black Police: A Story of Modern Australia (London : Hutchinson & Co. ,
1 890) 
1 27 Constance Campbell Petrie, Tom Petrie 's Reminiscences of Early Queensland, recorded by 
daughter (Brisbane : Watson, Ferguson, 1 904) 
1 28 W H. Corfield, Reminiscences of Queensland 1862-1899 (Brisbane: A. H .  Frater, 1 92 1 )  
1 29 Ernest Gribble, Forty Years With the Aborigines (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1 930)
J .  H .  B innie, My life on a Tropic Goldfield (Brisbane: A Bread and Cheese Club Publication, 1 30 
1 944) 
Improvement and Preservation of Queensland Aborigines, 1 31 which was released in 
1 89 5,  provided the foundations of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of 
the Sale of Opium Act of1 897 . His next text, Report on the North Queensland 
Aborigines and the Native Police,1 32 which was published in 1 897, was also 
highly influential. John Bleakley, who was the longest serving Chief 
Protector of  Aboriginals in Queensland, authored two texts, Ha!f-caste 
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Aborigines of North and Central Australia: Sugg,estions towards solving the problem,1 33 
which was published in 1 93 1  and Aborigines of Australia,1 34 which was 
published in 1 96 1 . 
The above sources published by Europeans were highly ethnocentric and 
European-centred. In order to offset this prejudiced material and to include 
as much of an Aboriginal perspective as possible, I have tried to include 
valuable Aboriginal testimony from as many sources as feasible. A number 
of extremely important texts published by Aboriginal people have been 
invaluable in the construction of this thesis. Marnie Kennedy's Born a Ha!f 
Caste,1 35 which was released in 1 985, Joe McGinness's Son of A!Jandabu: My 
Fight for Aboriginal Rights, 1 36 which was published in 1 99 1 ,  Herb Wharton's
1 3 1  Archibald Meston, A Proposed System for the Improvement and Preservation of Queensland 
Aborigines (Brisbane: Government Printer, 1 895) 
1 32 Archibald Meston, Report on the North Queensland Aborigines and the Native Police 
(Brisbane : Government Printer, 1 897) with introduction by W. E. Parry-Okeden, Commissioner of 
Police. 
1 33 John B leakley, Half-caste Aborigines of North and Central Australia: Suggestions towards 
solving the problem (Sydney : Association for the Protection of Native Races, 1 93 1 ) 
1 34 John Bleakley, Aborigines of A ustralia (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1 96 1 )  
1 35 Kennedy, Born a Half-Caste 
1 36 McGinness, Son of Alyandabu: My fight for Aboriginal rights. 
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Cattle Camp: Murrie Drovers and their stories, 1 37 which was published in 1 994,
J ackie Huggins and Rita Huggins' Auntie Rita, 1 38 which was published in
1 995 and Wayne King's Black Hours,1 39 which was published in 1 996.
Apart from relying on published material from Aboriginal people, I have 
also incorporated oral history from a number of Aboriginal workers into this 
thesis. This testimony has greatly enriched the perspective of  this thesis and 
has provided a much-needed equilibrium to the Eurocentric nature of  many 
written sources. From the outset, it is important to note that I did not 
conduct my own interviews during the course of researching this thesis. 
Unfortunately, as time passes, it is becoming increasingly difficult to locate 
and interview Aboriginal people who laboured as children during the time 
period considered. Fortunately, this problem has been alleviated to some 
degree by relying on previously existing collections of Aboriginal testimonies 
from workers who were alive during the period covered in this thesis . The 
oral history used in this thesis came from two major collections. The first 
was the repository of Aboriginal oral history that forms part of  the Black 
Oral History collection of James Cook University at Townsville. The 
second oral history source used was a private collection of interviews 
conducted in the 1 980s by the historian Dawn May. She generously arranged 
access to this private collection. 
1 37 
1 38 
1 39 
Wharton,  Cattle Camp: Murrie Drovers and Their Stories. 
Huggins and Huggins, Auntie Rita 
Wayne King, Black Hours (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1 996)
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Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts and Ruth Thompson have declared that "in 
the effort to document Aboriginal history, oral history has made a major 
contribution. Information in the Aboriginal community is handed down 
from generation to generation."1 40 Using pre-recorded oral testimonies from 
Aboriginal workers has enabled this researcher to recapture information 
from an Aboriginal perspective. The Black Oral History collection, which 
was mainly compiled in the late 1 970s and early 1 980s, contains taped 
interviews with Aboriginal people mainly from North Queensland. A very 
high proportion of these Aboriginal people were employed by Europeans as 
children. Their pre-recorded testimony has been invaluable to this thesis . 
Dawn May's private collection of interviews is also an invaluable historical 
resource. Similar to the Black Oral History collection held at James Cook 
University's Townsville campus, May's private collection contains a 
substantial number of interviews with Aboriginal people who were 
employed as children. Had May not interviewed these workers, almost all of 
this information would have gone permanently unrecorded. May's 
generous permission to access to this private collection has greatly enhanced 
this thesis . 
1 40 Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts and Ruth Thompson, Oral History: A Handbook (North 
Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1 988), p .75.
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Having discussed the significant array of primary sources that were used to 
find data, it is now important to discuss how this data was used in the 
assembly of this thesis . The data gained from these diverse sources served 
two purposes. It provided a contextual background to the employment of  
Aboriginal children in  Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. It  also 
furnished the details of a considerable number of individual Aboriginal child 
workers who were employed in Queensland during this period. Once this 
primary research was completed, the information on individual Aboriginal 
child workers was entered into a quantitative database. Where possible, the 
database included all relevant information such as , the name, age, 
employment location and employment of each working Aboriginal child 
mentioned in the primary sources. In using the data in this way, this thesis 
has relied heavily on historical sociological methods.  
When discussing this data, it is necessary to recognise its limitations . For 
most of the nineteenth century, European employers were under no 
compulsion to register Aboriginal child workers . Therefore, the majority of  
European employers almost certainly did not bother to register these child 
workers. As a result, the great bulk of Aboriginal child workers who were 
employed in Queensland would not ever have had their details ever officially 
recorded. 
5 1  
While only a small fraction o f  Aboriginal child workers would have had their 
employment registered, the final size of the quantitative database exceeded 
all preliminary expectations . In total, this database contained the details of 
9 1 9 individual Aboriginal child workers . This total included 528 female child 
workers and 37 1 male child workers and twenty child workers whose gender 
was not specified. The statistical database, while certainly representing only 
a small proportion of the Aboriginal children who were employed in 
Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945, has enabled conclusions to be made 
about the gendered balance of the Aboriginal child workforce, the types of 
labour these children performed and the age ratios of a large proportion of 
these workers (see Appendix A, Appendix B and Appendix C) . It was also 
possible to evaluate this material in comparison with the limited data 
available relating to the employment of adult Aboriginal workers (see 
Appendix D and Appendix E) . The statistical evidence also made it possible 
to make some sound estimations of the total number of Aboriginal child 
workers who were employed in Queensland in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries (see Appendix F).  
The methodological process of  data analysis drew heavily on  sociological 
methods . 141 The quantitative data was assessed in the context of the 
1 4 1  An excelJent introduction into sociological research methods is provided in  Norman K. 
Denzin, The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Methods (Edgewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hal l ,  1 970). See also, Wil l iam J .  Filstead, ed . ,  Qualitative Methodology: 
Firsthand Involvement with the social world (Chicago: Markham, 1 970) 
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qualitative information and generalisations and themes that were evident in 
both forms of  data were noted. Following this step, these dominant themes 
were integrated and an explanatory model was formulated. This explanatory 
model emphasised the particularly oppressed position that Aboriginal 
children occupied by noting the frequent mistreatment and damaging impact 
of child labour on their emotional and physical welfare. Based on this 
information, a theoretical framework was formulated to describe the 
powerless position of these Aboriginal child workers and the slave-type 
characteristics of their employment. A causal model, emphasising the 
economic and social factors guiding this employment, was also devised. 
This process has led to conclusions that are based on a sound 
methodological basis . 
In conclusion, this thesis has three primary objectives. First, it argues that a 
substantial number of Aboriginal children were employed in Queensland 
between 1 842 and 1 945. Secondly, it contends that these Aboriginal child 
workers occupied a particularly subjugated position in Queensland during 
this period. Finally, it suggests that this employment is best understood by 
using theories of slavery. It employs historical, s tatistical and sociological 
methods to achieve these goals .  As the first comprehensive attempt to 
study the employment of these Aboriginal child workers, this thesis makes a 
significant and original contribution to several different historiographical 
areas, encompassing race relations history, labour history and histories of 
childhood. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Aborig i nal  ch i ld labour in Queensland i n  its social and legal 
context, 1 842-1 945 
Any attempts to reclaim, educate and civilize the adults are utterly hopeless .  
The case, however, is very different with regard to the young. Their habits 
are yet unformed and their minds are capable of being moulded into any 
shape. 
Port Denison Times (Bowen), 22 May 1 869, p .2 .  
During the period from 1 842 to 1 945, thousands of Aboriginal children 
performed labour for Europeans in Queensland in a diverse range of  
occupations . This chapter examines the reasons why European settlers living in 
Queensland during this period were so eager to employ Aboriginal children. It 
also emphasises the unique social and legal position of these Aboriginal child 
workers . It argues that four interconnected economic and social considerations 
were chiefly responsible for European settlers choosing to use Aboriginal child 
labour. In the first instance, European settlers employed Aboriginal children 
because they filled a void in the region's available labour force. Secondly, 
colonists accrued considerable financial benefits through their employment of  
these Aboriginal. Thirdly, settlers were aware that Aboriginal children were 
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more easily controlled than adult Aboriginal workers because of their size and 
physical immaturity. Finally, European settlers had a philosophic motive for 
employing Aboriginal children. They argued that these children could be 
'civilised' and the indigenous threat disbanded if Aboriginal children were made 
to perform labour for Europeans .  
After examining the social reasons behind the popularity of Aboriginal child 
labour, this chapter considers the unique legal position of Aboriginal child 
workers in Queensland during this period. The Queensland government was 
remarkably slow to formulate comprehensive legislation relating to the 
indigenous population of the region. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
when the government finally passed the Abonginals Protection and Restriction of the 
Safe of Opium Act of1 897, settlers had become fully accustomed to employing 
Aboriginal child labour. Consequently, this Act reflected the prevailing social 
attitudes by failing to condemn or regulate the employment of  Aboriginal child 
labour in the state. Indeed, European officials did not act to prevent the 
employment of Aboriginal child labour until after the Second World War. The 
chapter concludes its analysis by examining the unique, legally unprotected 
position of Aboriginal children in comparison with other workers in the state. 
It finds that a strong argument can be made that Aboriginal child workers were 
the most defenceless and vulnerable employees in the state during this period. 
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It is important to place the employment of Aboriginal child labour within its 
broader social context. One cannot write a history of Aboriginal child labour 
without considering the broader imperatives guiding the employment of these 
children. Most historians s tudying Aboriginal labour have found it essential to 
examine the broader impetus behind the incorporation of indigenous people 
into the capitalist colonial economy. A large majority of these historians have 
alluded to the economic factors that led to the incorporation of indigenous 
people into the capitalistic European economy. 1 Dawn May and Henry
Reynolds are amongst those historians who have contemplated the labour 
market imperatives that led to the inclusion of indigenous people into the 
European workforce in Queensland. In her study of indigenous labour in the 
North Queensland cattle industry, May concludes that "given the marginal 
nature of the country, the fierce international competition and the 'tyranny of 
distance', it is difficult to imagine how it could have been established without 
the advantage of  a poorly paid labour force. "2 Reynolds has also alluded to the 
financial benefits Europeans gained by using Aboriginal labour, arguing that "as 
far as Europeans were concerned, the great advantage of Aboriginal labour was 
For example, Robert Castle and Jim Hagan, "Settlers and state: The creation of an Aboriginal 
workforce in Australia'· , Aboriginal History, Vol. 22 ( 1 998), p.24-35; Penelope Hetherington,  "Aboriginal 
Children as a Potential Labour Force in Swan River Colony, 1 829- 1 850" , Journal of Australian Studies, 
No. 33 (June 1 992), p.4 1 .  
2 Dawn May, Aboriginal labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement to the 
Present (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1 994 ), p. l .  
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that it was cheap. "3 The same economic circumstances that led to the
incorporation of adult Aboriginal workers - the shortages of  other workers in 
remote regions and the financial benefits of employing indigenous labour - also 
led to the use of Aboriginal child labour. Europeans also used Aboriginal 
children as workers because their youth and physical and emotional immaturity 
meant they could be controlled more easily than adult Aboriginal workers .  
Furthermore, Europeans argued that they were 'civilising' Aboriginal children 
by employing them. 
Right from the beginning of free settlement in the Moreton Bay District, 
European colonists were confronted with labour shortages.4 In 1 843, just one 
year after the opening of free settlement in the Moreton Bay District, the 
government temporarily suspended its assisted migration scheme. This further 
exacerbated the region's labour deficit. In 1 846, the government once again 
halted the programme, this time until 1 847 5 Writing in 1 848, more than a 
decade prior to separation from New South Wales, the Moreton Bqy Courier 
pleaded for more transplanted labour, arguing that "on looking backwards into 
the short history of the settlement, it seems apparent that its progress has all 
Henry Reynolds, With the White People: The crucial role of Aborigines in the exploration and 
development of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1 990), p. 1 42 .  
4 The labour shortages in the Moreton Bay District received considerable attention from the 
southern colonial press. See for example; Sydney Morning Herald, 1 8  January 1 845, p.2;  Sydney Morning 
Herald, 1 8  Apri l 1 846, p.2; 
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along being retarded by the want of labour. "6 From as early as the 1 840s,  
European workers in Queensland were being paid higher wages than their 
counterparts in Sydney. In 1 846 the Sydney Morning Herald reported that one 
hundred men would be able to find immediate employment in the interior of 
the Moreton Bay District at rates of £25 to £29 per year, including good 
rations.7 Furthermore, the newspaper reported that another one hundred 
workers would probably be required every two or three months in the district 
to top up the existing labour supplies.8 In 1 852, the Moreton BC!J Courier 
reported that in the Burnett district labour shortages had resulted in the settlers 
offering up to £1 per week to carriers . The labour of these carriers was in such 
demand, however, that this very considerable wage was often "indignantly 
refused. " 9  
Shortages of European labour and the subsequent high wages were a defining 
feature of the Queensland labour market for the duration of the nineteenth 
century until the 1 920s . 1 °  From 1 891  to 1 909, European workers in 
Queensland received higher minimum weekly wage rates than European 
Maurice French, A Pastoral Romance: The Tribulation and Triumph of Squatterdom 
(Toowoomba: USQ Press,  1 990). 
6 Moreton Bay Courier (Brisbane), 9 September 1 848, p.2. 
7 Sydney Morning Herald, 1 8  April 1 846, p.2. 
Ibid. 
9 Moreton Bay Courier, 23 October 1 852, p.3.  
10  This fact is  also confirmed in Wray Vamplew, ed. ,  Australians. Historical Statistics (Broadway, 
New South Wales : Fairfax, Syme & Weldon Associates , 1 987), p. 1 54- 1 55 .
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workers in New South Wales . From 1 91 8  to 1 922, with the exception of 1 920, 
the situation reversed and European workers in Queensland once again could 
expect to receive a higher minimum wage than New South Wales workers . 
Table 2.1 
M i nim um weekly wage rates for European males in Queensland and New 
South Wales, 1 891 -1 9091 1  
New South Wales Queensland 
Shi l l ings pence shi l l ings pence 
1 89 1  44 1 46 6 
1 896 42 1 44 8 
1 90 1  4 3  1 1 46 2 
1 907 46 7 46 1 0
1 908 46 9 47 4 
1 909 48 3 48 5 
General population trends also provide some indication of the broader labour 
market situation in Queensland during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries . There were shortages of Europeans in the s tate during the whole of 
this period. Statistics indicate that the European population of Queensland did 
not reach 250,000 until the middle of  the 1 880s, and even by 1 901 , the 
1 1  Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Labour and Industrial Branch Report No. 5: 
Prices, Cost of Living, Wages, Trade Unions, Unemployment, and General Industrial Conditions, 191 3-
1914 (Melbourne: Mccarron, Bird & Company, 1 9 1 4), p.54.
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European population of the state did not exceed 500,000 settlers . 1 2 By the end 
of the nineteenth century, Queensland had become a predominantly urban-
based society. In 1 90 1 �  four urban cities in North Queensland, Mackay, Cairns,  
Townsville and Charters Towers, contained more than 31 per cent of the 
population of North Queensland. 1 3  This figure continued to increase 
throughout the twentieth century, with statistics from 1 947 indicating that 47 
per cent of the population of North Queensland lived in urban cities with 
populations greater than three thousand people. 14 Regional communities in 
particular found it difficult to meet labour demands and the settlers in these 
districts were forced to pay higher wages to European workers than did the 
settlers in the heavily populated districts . 1 5  
A s  a result of both the scarcity and the expense o f  European labour and the 
availability and affordability of Aboriginal labour, settlers in Queensland 
attempted to incorporate Aboriginal people into the European economy as 
1 2  M .  Gough, H.  Hughes, B .  J .  McFarlane and G.  R .  Palmer, Queensland: Industrial Enigma. 
Manufacturing in the Economic Development of Queensland (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press ,  
1 964), p. 1 .  
1 3  Charles Percy Harris,  Regional Economic Development i n  Queensland 1859 t o  1 981 with 
particular emphasis on North Queensland (Canberra: Centre for Research on Federal Financial Relati ons,  
Australian National Univers ity ,  1 984), p.59.  
1 4  Ibid. 
1 5  For example, see "Minimum and Maximum Rates of  Labour in the State in 1 904" ,  Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, 1 905 , Vol . 1 ,  p . 1 255 which indicates that settlers in the more populated districts of 
Hughenden paid their workers, on average 5 shil l ings per week more than settlers in the more populou s 
districts of Peak Downs and Springsure.  
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soon as was practicable. 1 6  The process of indigenous dispossession had to be 
completed prior to labour relations being established between colonists and the 
indigenous inhabitants of the state. 1 7 This incorporation of Aboriginal workers 
also served to diffuse the threat that indigenous resistance posed to many 
stations in remote regions. The circumstances and timing regarding the 'letting 
in' of Aboriginal workers into European society varied from region to region. 
The European incursion into Queensland followed the same pattern as that 
which occurred earlier in New South Wales . European intrusion into 
indigenous territory met with fierce resistance and extreme violence and had a 
devastating impact upon the traditional indigenous society. In 1 848, only six 
years after the opening of free settlement in the !vioreton Bay District, the 
government funded a Native Police Force to 'control' the indigenous 
16 Dawn May conducts a detailed study of this in From Bush to Station: Aboriginal Labour in the 
North Queensland Pastoral Industry 1861 -1897 (Towns vi l le :  History Department James Cook University, 
1 983), p .32-64. The correlation between the European ·desire for cheap labour and the use of Aboriginal 
workers has also been examined by William Thorpe in A Social History of Colonial Queensland: Towards 
A Marxist Analysis, Ph .D. thesis,  University of Queensland, 1 985,  p.2 1 -22. See also Robert Castle and J im 
Hagan, "Regulation of Aboriginal Labour in Queensland: Protectors, Agreements and Trust Accounts 
1 897- 1 965'', Labour History, No. 72 (May 1 997), p.67 .  
1 7  Historical works examining frontier conflict between Aborigines and settlers in Queensland are 
qui te extens ive. The major texts are Raymond Evans,  Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin,  Exclusion: 
Exploitation and Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial Queensland (Sydney, New South Wales: 
Australia & New Zealand Book Company, 1 975 ;  Noel Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal­
European Relations on the North Queensland Frontier 1861-1897 (Canberra: Australian National 
University Press, 1 982) and Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier (Towns ville:  Department of 
History, James Cook Universi ty, I 98 1 ). More regional perspectives can be found in Maurice French,
Conflict on the Condamine: Aborigines and the European Invasion (Toowoomba: Darling Downs 
Institute Press, I 989) ; Bruce Bresl in ,  Exterminate with Pride: Aborigines and European Relations in the
Townsville-Bowen region to 1869 (Towns vil le:  James Cook Uni versi ty, History Department, 1 982);  
Pamela Lukin Watson, Frontier Lands and Pioneer Legends: How pastoralists gained Karuwali land (St .  
Leonards,  New South Wales : Allen & Un win, 1 998) and Timothy Bottoms, Djabugay Country: An
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inhabitants of the region. 1 8 The savagery of this force was well recognised, 
even during the colonial era. 1 9  Although European violence had a devastating 
impact on the indigenous populations of Queensland, the Aboriginal response 
to European invasion was strong and systematic and European colonists 
considered the indigenous populations to be a threat. 20 Aboriginal resistance in 
the state has been thoroughly examined by the historians Henry Reynolds and 
Noel Loos,  who conclude that at least 800 to 850 Europeans were killed by 
Aborigines during the fifty years it took to fully occupy the state. Aside from 
this physical violence, during the first fifty years of European settlement, an 
organised and strong indigenous resistance interfered with European animal 
stocks,21 stole food and supplies ,22 attacked European dwellings and interfered 
with European communication systems .23 Indigenous resistance continued 
unabated in the northern parts of Queensland until the 1 890s and settlers 
viewed the indigenous inhabitants of  the state as a threat up until at least the 
early 1 900s . 
Aboriginal History of Tropical North Queensland (St. Leonards, New South Wales : Allen & Unwin,
1 999), p .  1 8-46. 
1 8  Moreton Bay Courier (Brisbane), 2 4  J u n e  1 848, p . 3 .  
1 9  For example, Rockhampton Bulletin, 15  June 1 867 , p .4 ;  Alfred Davidson, Brisbane, to  Colonial 
Secretary, 1 2  August 1 872, in-letter no. 1 296 of 1 872, COUA 1 70, Queensland State Archives ; 
Queenslander, 1 0  February 1 877, p .2 1 ;  Anonymous, Missing Friend - Being the Adventures of a Danish 
Emigrant in Queensland (London: T. Fisher Unw in,  1 908), p. 1 4 1 .  
20 See particularly, Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal resistance to the 
European invasion of Australia (Ringwood, V ictoria :  Penguins Books, 1 982) .  
21  For example, Moreton Bay Courier, 3 August 1 850, p.3; Brisbane Courier, 24 January I 877 , p.3 .
22 For example, Moreton Bay Courier, 3 October I 846, p.2;  Moreton Bay Courier, 20 May 1 848 ,
f .2 ;  Queenslander, 1 April 1 893,  p .577 . 
3 For example, Moreton Bay Courier, 24 September I 853, p.2; Moreton Bay Courier, I 0 December
I 853,  p.2; Brisbane Courier, 9 January 1 887,  p .3 .  
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The initial European method of dealing with Aboriginal resistance was to direct 
extreme violence towards these people. The language used by the Queensland 
press until late in the nineteenth century indicates the violent attitudes that 
many settlers held towards Aborigines . In 1 874, in a quote that encapsulates 
these attitudes, the Peak Downs Telegram insisted that "the only way to pacify 
[Aborigines] is to set about their pacification and reformation with the aid of a 
good rifle, and a full supply of ammunition. 1 1 24 In 1 87 6, John Macrossan 
declared that a war was being conducted on the Queensland frontier when he 
informed Legislative Assembly members that "a system of continual war [is] 
being carried out at the present time to utter extermination. " 25 In 1 920, a writer 
to the Queenslander provided a graphic overview of his experiences on 'the 
nineteenth century frontier. The correspondent exclaimed "it is wonderful 
what a lot of shooting one can do without killing, and in most cases without 
hitting anyone. With every desire to kill some of the blacks I had only
succeeded in wounding three or four of them. 1 1 26 
Protracted frontier warfare could not continue indefinitely. The historian Noel 
Loos has asserted that it was not in European interests to continue to engage in 
24 
25 
26 
Peak Do wns Telegram (Clermont), 7 March 1 875 , p .2 .  
Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 29 November 1 876, p . 1423.  
Queenslander (Brisbane), 6 March 1 920, p.9 .  
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a prolonged warfare with local Aborigines . He states that "financial and labour 
considerations often made a peaceful accord desirable. "27 Just how quickly 
settlers reached 'peaceful accords' with local indigenous populations varied 
enormously across the state. In the southern parts of Queensland, some 
European settlers were using Aboriginal workers as early as the 1 840s . By the 
early 1 850s, the 5 trathdee station in the Burnett district had, according to the 
Moreton Bqy Courier, been using Aboriginal workers to mind 1 0,000 sheep for 
some time.28 Thomas Petrie's station at North Pine, near Brisbane, was almost 
totally dependent on Aboriginal workers during this period.29 By 1 860, the 
Maryborough Cotton Company was using between 30 and 40 Aboriginal 
workers to fence and clear land for a plantation. 30 In Mary borough, local 
settlers freely asserted that Aboriginal workers were employed "for the sake of 
a few paltry pounds."31 In 1 861 , the Collector of Customs at Brisbane wrote to 
the Colonial Secretary, informing him that he wanted permission to employ 
Moreton Bay Aborigines to clear mangroves at Lytton. 32 In 1 868, Aborigines 
at Ipswich were employed clearing undergrowth and cutting cotton. 33 Cases  of
Aboriginal workers being employed between the 1 840s and the 1 860s were not 
27 
28 
Loos, Invasion and Resistance, p.79. 
Moreton Bay Courier, 23 October 1 852, p .3 .  
29 Constance Campbell Petrie, Tom Petrie ' s Reminiscences of Early Queensland (Brisbane: Watson, 
Ferguson and Company, 1 904), p .7-8.  30 Moreton Bay Courier, 19 July 1 860, p.4 . 3 1  Maryborough Chronicle, 7 January 1 865, p.2.  
32  William Thornton, Collector of Customs, Brisbane, to the Colonial Secretary, 25 January 1 86 1 ,  in-
letter no . 203 of 1 86 1 , COUA I 1 ,  Queensland State Archives . 
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unusual and there are many other examples of Europeans using Aboriginal 
labour during this period in addition to those cited here. 34 
By the 1 870s, the use of Aboriginal labour by Europeans had become much 
more widespread. In this decade, the rush of European workers to the gold 
fields saw many station owners completely dependent on Aboriginal labour. 
W :M. Chatfield, the owner of Natal Downs station in North Queensland, 
considered that "had it not been for the [A]borigines doing nearly all my work 
during the late rush to the Palmer, while white labour was not to be had, my 
losses would have simply ruinous."35 Similar statements concerning the value 
of Aboriginal labour during the 1 870s were made by many other settlers .36 In 
1 873, Hanley Sneyd, a Queensland settler, informed the Queens/ander that 
Aboriginal workers on Cumwi//inghi station, one hundred miles down the 
Balonne River from St. George, were employed in numerous fields of labour, 
including bullock driving, shepherding, lambing, sheep washing, sheering and 
boundary riding. 37 Sneyd informed the Queens lander that: 
33 
Mr. Albert Hammond, the 'super', told me he preferred the blacks at 
lambing. Mr. D. Cameron, who has charge of the cattle, employs none but 
Queensland Times (Ipswich), 1 6  June 1 868,  p .2 .  
3 4  For example, A .  E. Tonge, "The Youngs of ' Umbercollie' : The First White Family in south-west 
Queensland ."  Includes Margaret Young' s journal c . 1 845 - 1 857, ML MSSS 3 82 1 , Mitchell Library, New 
South Wales ; Moreton Bay Courier, 30 October 1 852,  p .4. and A. J. McConnel, "Aborigines at Cress brook 
and Durundur" , FLM MSS 89/206, Fryer Library, Brisbane. 
35 Queenslander, 27 June 1 874, p .5 .  
36 Queenslander, 30 December 1 876, p.25. 
3 7  Queenslander, 1 November 1 873 ,  p .2 .  
native blacks . On Mr. Cameron going to Sydney in or about May last year 
he left his station in charge of the black boy 'Barney', and he took care of 
the cattle as  well as Mr. Cameron would have done himself. This was �fr. 
Cameron's own statement to me. 38 
Broader experiments with harnessing indigenous labour were also conducted 
during the 1 870s . It was during this decade that a Mackay settler, G. F 
Brigman, gathered around two hundred Aborigines onto a local reserve in 
order to supply the district with labour.39 
By the 1 880s, Aboriginal labour was being used in the southern, central and 
most northerly dis tricts of Queensland. In 1 884, a Normanton settler, A. S .  
Haydon, admitted that "I don't know what we pioneers could have done 
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without the blacks, for they can't be beat at looking after horses and cattle, and 
I have always found them trustworthy."40 By the 1 890s, the use of Aboriginal 
labour had become widespread across the state of Queensland.41 In 1 899, 
Archibald Meston, Queensland's Southern Protector of Aboriginals, estimated 
that more than 2000 Aboriginal workers were employed in the southern half  of 
the colony alone.42 Evidence suggests that Meston significantly underestimated 
38 Queenslander, 1 November 1 873,  p .2 .
39  Queenslander, 20 September 1 873 ,  p.2. Also thoroughly investigated by Raymond Evans in 
"Queensland's First Aboriginal Reserve: Part 1 The Promise of Reform" ,  Queensland Heritage, Vol . 2 ,  
No.  4 (May 1 97 1 ) ,  p.26-38 and "Queensland's First Aboriginal Reserve: Part 2 The Failure of Reform" , 
Queensland Heritage, Vol . 2, No. 5 (November 1 97 1  ), p.3- 1 5 .  
40 Queenslander, 1 2  April 1 8 84, p.579.
4 1  Queenslander, 10 September 1 892, p.5 1 0. 
42 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 14 February 1 899, in-letter no. 036 1 8 of 1 899, 
COU 140, Queensland State Archives.
the extent of Aboriginal employment in the state. A select sample of  stations 
reveals that most pastoral properties employed high numbers of Aboriginal 
workers, making Meston's estimation of 2000 workers seem conservative and 
improbable. In 1 899 alone, Bu/loo Downs station employed 20 Aboriginal 
workers, Diamantina Lakes employed 1 6  Aboriginal workers, Mount Howitt 
station employed 1 5  Aboriginal workers and Cumtmboya station employed 1 2  
Aboriginal workers . 43 Contemporary published evidence also indicates that 
very large numbers of Aboriginal workers were employed in colonial 
Queensland. In 1 902, the Cairns Post published an article which evaluated the 
importance of Aboriginal labour in the development of North Queensland. 
The newspaper asserted: 
Is  it not within the recollection of every man who knows North 
Queensland, that casual Aboriginal labour has been the salvation of  the 
wives of pioneer miners and pastoralists .  Without such labour the 
settlement of the North would have been seriously retarded, if not 
prevented.44 
While the economic development of Queensland would have been heavily 
delayed without the use of  Aboriginal labour, most Aboriginal workers were 
rarely rewarded financially for their work. Instead, indigenous workers were 
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most often rewarded with food or commodities such as tobacco. 45 In one 1 893 
4 3  Ibid. 
44 Cairns Morning Post, 3 1 October 1 902, p.2. 
45 See for example, Queenslander, 20 February 1 875,  p.6;  Amelioration of the Aboriginals [sic] 
Committee, Thornborough, to the Colonial Secretary, 24 November 1 882, in-letter no. 6552 of 1 882, 
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case, thirty-seven Aboriginal men, women and children from the Bloomfield 
River region in northern Queensland worked on Mr. Hislop's W)alla station in 
return for "tucker and tobacco ."46 There are also examples of European 
employers paying their Aboriginal workers with opium47 and alcohol.48 Even in 
the instances where Aboriginal workers were paid in cash, they were paid less 
than European or Melanesian workers . Dawn May has estimated that at least 
four Aboriginal workers could be engaged in colonial Queensland for the price 
of one European.49 In any case, large numbers of Aboriginal workers were still 
being paid in commodities instead of cash by the end of the nineteenth century 
even after the economy of Queensland had become firmly established. After 
the twentieth century began, Queensland government officials were aware that 
Europeans preferred to employ Aboriginal labour over European labour 
because of its affordability.50 Settlers were reluctant to pay cash wages to 
Aboriginal workers and in many situations refused to pay workers after labour 
had been performed. Raymond Evans and Joanne Scott have ably 
demonstrated that Aboriginal workers in Queensland were still being cheated 
COUA35 1 ,  Queensland State Archives and Archibald Meston to the Colonial Secretary, 5 January 1 897,  
in-letter no. 1 47 of 1 897, COL/ 1 40, Queensland State Archives 
46 Walter Roth to the Commissioner of Pol ice, Brisbane, 24 February 1 898,  in-letter no. 1 1 4 1  of 
1 898,  COL/ 1 39, Queensland State Archives.
47 Queenslander, 28 August 1 886, p .338 ;  "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals 
for 1 900", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 90 1 ,  Vol . 4, p . 1 333 .  
4 8  Moreton Bay Courier, 22 December 1 858 ,  p .2  
49 May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry, p.52. 
50 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 903", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 904, Vol .  I ,  p. 850.
out of wages even as late as the interwar period.51 Indeed, it was their 
availability and economic affordability that was responsible for their heavy 
utilisation. 
The use of Aboriginal children as workers clearly grew from this general 
absorption of Aboriginal workers into the European economy in the 
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nineteenth century. 52 The shortage of available workers meant that Europeans 
employed Aboriginal children as soon as was practicable. Europeans were 
especially attracted to Aboriginal child labour because these children were even 
less likely to require cash wages. Wages for Aboriginal children were not set 
until 1 904, and even then, they were substantially less than wages that would be 
payable to other workers (see Table 2 .2) .  This fiscal motive was one of the 
main reasons that Europeans were so eager to employ Aboriginal children. As 
late as 1 923, the Protector of Aboriginals at Boulia wrote that the general 
manager of Chatsworth station was keen to employ "little boys out of  the camp" 
5 1  Raymond Evans and Joanne Scott, " ' Fallen Among Thieves ' :  Aboriginal Labour and State 
Control in Inter-war Queensland" in Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds . ,  with Jackie Huggins, 
Aboriginal Workers (Sydney: Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995), p. 1 1 5- 1 30. ;  
There is much evidence from Aboriginal workers that they were being cheated out of wages during the first 
half of the twentieth century. Wayne King has described how his mother was sent out to service from 
Purga mission as a teenager in the 1 930s and never received any wages. See Wayne King, Black Hou rs 
(Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1 996), p.200. 
52 For example, Moreton Bay Courier, 22 April 1 848, p .3 .  
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because the station could avoid "paying a man by working the boy and would 
be a saving to the station."53 
Settlers frequently expressed concerns over the declining number of Aboriginal 
children in various regions, complaining that this reduced their labour supply. 
In 1 906, the Normanton Protector of Aboriginals observed this, asserting that 
station owners resented children being removed to missions as they were 
supplying them with food solely on the proviso that they could use their labour 
as soon as they were able to work. The Normanton Protector asserted that 
station owners assumed " they had a right to employ them when they become 
useful. "54 John Bleakley, who was appointed Chief Protector of Aboriginals in 
Queensland in 1 9 1 4, recognised the correlation between shortages of workers 
in the state and the use of Aboriginal child labour. Bleakley asserted that the 
shortage of workers in the region had resulted in a situation widely regarded as 
a "heaven-sent opportunity for native girls" ,  some of whom had been "as 
young, even, as ten years of age" to take up employment with Europeans .ss 
53 Protector of Aboriginals, Boulia, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 1 5  September 1 923, in­
letter no. 0542 1 of 1 923, N58644, Queensland State Archives. 
54 J. Old, Aboriginal Protector, Normanton, "Annual Report, 1 905" ,  8 January 1 906, in-letter no.25-
1 -06, N44680, Queensland State Archives 
Table 2.2 
Rates of pay for Aboriginal children and other workers in Queensland in 
1 90456 
Aborigi nal chi ldren aged under twelve 1 shi l l ing and 3 pence per week
Aborigi nal chi ldren aged twe lve to fourteen 2 sh i l l ings per week
Aborigi nal chi ldren aged fou rteen and over 2 sh i l l ings and 6 pence per week
European state chi ldren aged twelve to 1 shi l l ing per week
th i rteen ( in their fi rst year of service) 
European state chi ldren aged thirteen to 2 shi l l i ngs per week
fourteen 
European state chi ldren aged fourteen to 3 shi l l ings per week
fifteen 
European state chi ldren aged fifteen to 4 shi l l ings per week
sixteen 
Male European state chi ldren in  the i r  final 8 shi l l ings per week
year of service 
Adult European domestic servants 8 to 1 5  shi l l i ngs per week
( includ ing board and lodgi ngs) 
Adult  European station hands ( including £30 to £60 per year
board and lodgings) 
Adult  European drovers ( including board £50 to £60 per year
and lodgings) 
Adult European general labourers (without 5 to 6 shi l l ings per day
board and lodgings provided) 
5 5  
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J .  W. Bleakley, Aborigines of Australia (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1 96 1 ) , p . 1 68 .  
W .  Roth to the Home Secretary, 2 3  May 1 904, in-letter no. 1 6262, N5 8927 , Queensland State 
Archi ves ; "Regulations Under the ' Orphanages Act of 1 879" Supplement to the Queensland Government 
Gazette, 1 5  May 1 880, Vol. 26, No. 72, Schedule C . ,  p . 1 1 3 8  "Annual Report of the Inspector of 
Orphanages for the Year 1 892" Votes and Proceedings, 1 893 , Vol . I ,  p.627 and "Annual Report of the
Inspector of Orphanages for the Year 1 894" Votes and Proceedings, 1 895, Vol . 2, p. 1 29 ;  "Minimum and 
Maximum Rates of Labour in the State in 1 904" Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 905 , Vol . I ,  p . 1 253 .
56 
72 
Aside from labour market imperatives ,  the exploitation of Aboriginal child 
labour in Queensland was also guided by the awareness that Aboriginal 
children were easier to control than adult Aboriginal workers . The 
historiography of Aboriginal labour in Australia has been dominated by 
argument and debate over the degree of agency and autonomy that Aboriginal 
workers experienced in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries . 57 These 
issues and their relevance to Aboriginal child workers in Queensland are 
examined in detail in other chapters of this thesis. Instead of examining the 
degree of agency and autonomy that Aboriginal children did or did not 
experience, this chapter is concerned with examining the European perception 
that Aboriginal children were vulnerable and controllable workers and how this 
viewpoint led to European settlers employing Aboriginal children. 
A considerable body of evidence suggests that settlers chose to employ 
Aboriginal children over Aboriginal adults because children were easier to 
control than adults . The general academic work on social structure and class in 
Queensland's past conducted by Bill Thorpe has revealed that industrial 
relations in the nineteenth and early twentieth century were geared towards the 
desires and requirements of employers and did not allow European employees 
57 Work is extensive. See particularly, Raymond Evans, '"Kings in Brass Crescents. Defining 
Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial Queensland" in  Kay Saunders, ed . ,  Indentured Labour in the British 
Empire J 834-1920 (London: Croom Helm, 1 984 ), p. 1 83-2 1 2 .
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a great degree of freedom.58 The historian Jan Walker, in her case study of  
Jondaryan station, has also adeptly demonstrated how the internal authority of  
the squatters against their employees was supported externally by  the political 
and legal system in operation in the region. 59 The Masters and 5 ervants Act of 
1 861 , based on New South Wales legislation, provided workers in colonial 
Queensland with little recourse to escape unfavourable working conditions .  
Kay Saunders has expanded on these themes, arguing that the Queensland state 
represented the interests of the employer rather than workers in the colonial 
period, and that certain forms of legally servile labour typified the Queensland 
workforce well into the twentieth century.60 
While Europeans employers in various rural industries throughoutQueensland 
were highly attracted to servile labour, adult Aboriginal workers did not always 
meet this description. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that adult 
Aboriginal workers were not always as controllable and pliable as European 
settlers desired.61 Many settlers did not fully trust their adult Aboriginal 
workers and believed that these indigenous workers might attack them at some 
58 Bill  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society (St .  Lucia. Queensland : 
Univers ity of Queensland Press , 1 996), p. 1 34- 1 83 ,  
59 Jan Walker, Jondaryan Station: the relationship between pastoral capital and pastoral labo ur 
1840-1890 (St. Lucia, Queensland : University of Queensland Press, 1 988), p.92.
6 °  Kay Saunders ,  Workers in Bondage: the origins and bases of unfree labour in Queensland, 1 824-
1916 (St. Lucia, Queensland : University of Queensland Press, 1 982),  p .  l .  
6 1  See particularly, Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier, p. 1 28- 1 97 ;  May, From Bush to 
Station, p.60-64.  
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point.62 On occasions,  following brutal treatment and the non-fulfillment of 
promised wages, indigenous employees did respond with violence.63 In one 
case that occurred in the Moreton Bay District during the early colonial era, 
three Aboriginal men were employed by Europeans to assist in capturing 
dugongs. They were taken to St. Helena Island to work, instead of to Bribie 
Island as promised, however, and the Aboriginal women who accompanied 
them were subsequently taken captive by their European employers. One of 
the employed Aboriginal men, Billy, responded to this European behaviour by 
killing the three European employers and taking their boat in order to return 
his co-workers and the accompanying women to Bribie Island. In later years , 
Tom Petrie employed Billy, spending much time alone with him in remote 
areas, and found him to be a trustworthy employee when treated fairly.64 
Colonial Queensland cases of adult Aboriginal workers responding with 
violence when mistreated are common. In an 1 884 case, two Aboriginal men 
employed on the Walsh River murdered two employers who mistreated them 
and did not pay them. 65 
62 Queenslander, 29 February 1 897, p.22. 
63 For example, Queenslander, 16 January 1 869, p.7; Queenslander, 1 6  June 1 883,  p.927 . and 
Archibald Mes ton to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 30 July 1 90 1 ,  in-letter no. 1 1 989 of 1 90 I ,  
COU 145 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
64 Petrie, Tom Petrie ' s Reminiscences of Early Queensland, p. l 0. 
65 Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 4 October 1 884, p.426 . 
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In addition, there is much documentation proving that many Queensland 
settlers resented any bargaining power that adult indigenous workers may have 
held over their employment conditions .  Numerous settlers wrote into colonial 
newspapers complaining about the "inconvenience occasioned" by adult 
workers leaving employment to return on occasion to their traditional life. 66 In 
some cases European employers even attempted to take legal action agains t  
Aboriginal workers who 'deserted' employment. 67 The knowledge Aborigines 
possessed of the land and their skill in hiding meant that it was futile for most 
settlers to take such action. 
While it is important not to overstate the degree ·of autonomy that indigenous 
workers may have experienced, it is evident that in some cases, Aboriginal 
workers were able to maintain their access to traditional lands, to ensure that 
ailing and elderly relatives were fed by station owners and to receive some 
payment for labour expended.68 Furthermore, adult Aboriginal workers were 
frequently able to leave unhappy employment situations . The resentment that 
many station owners felt over the degree of autonomy held by Aboriginal 
workers cannot be overemphasised. As late as 1 9  5 1 ,  the writer Jean Devanny 
66 Queenslander, I 0 August 1 878 ,  p .593;
67 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902",  Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 903, Vol . 2 . ,  p.466. 
68 Queenslander, 25 November 1 876, p. 1 3 ; The Queenslander also argued that Aboriginal people 
were excel lent workers, providing that their families were kept near them and that they were treated fairly. 
See the Queenslander, 25 November 1 876, p. 1 3 . 
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quoted a station owner who complained bitterly about not being able to 
brutally control his adult Aboriginal workers . Using very offensive language, he 
informed Devanny that he hated 'the damned niggers . . .  Once the boong was 
a good sort of bloke. When a boss could knock a nigger down if he answered 
back he was easy to get on with, but with all this protection business they are 
b s . '69 
Consequently, many settlers argued that Aboriginal children were preferable 
employees to Aboriginal adults . The squatter, Harold Finch-Hatton, believed 
that young Aboriginal children were not aware of the value of their labour to 
settlers and therefore did not negotiate significant payment from their 
employers as did some adult Aboriginal workers .70 Indeed, the physical and 
emotional immaturity of these young Aboriginal workers, coupled with the 
extreme power that European adults held over them, meant that Aboriginal 
children simply could not have entered into such negotiations with European 
employers . Finch-Hatton emphasised the pliability of young Aboriginal 
workers . He maintained that they were 
69 
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7 1  
. . .  not much use after they get about twenty years old. By that time they 
have begun to find out that they are useful; and as their idea of the value of 
their services seldom corresponds with that of their employer, they generally 
get sent away. 71 
Jean Devanny, Travels in  North Queensland (London : Jarrolds Publishers , 1 95 1  ) ,  p. 1 88. 
Harold Finch-Hatton , Advance Australia (London: Allen , 1 885),  p . 1 45 .  
Ibid. 
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Finch-Hatton was not the only colonist to argue that Aboriginal children had 
completely different natures from Aboriginal adults and thus were easier to 
control. In 1 89 1 ,  a reporter from the Queenslander described working Aboriginal 
boys and unemployed Aboriginal adults at Atherton in very different terms. He 
considered the employed children to be "invariably bright and intelligent, 
remarkably inquisitive and responsive to kindness .  "72 In contrast, the 
unemployed adults were described as having "a general look of sullenness [sic] , 
cunning and wretchedness . . .  Not the slightest gleam of  intelligence could be 
seen on many of the faces; savage they were in truth. " 73 
A settler from the North Gregory district also drew similar distinctions 
between Aboriginal adults and Aboriginal children as workers . He wrote to the 
Queens/ander, arguing that Aboriginal people could only be used as workers if  
they were "domesticated" at  a young age.74 He asserted that "if you take a black 
or a wild animal young, each is capable of being domesticated and made 
useful. "75 This idea was expressed in very definite terms by an author writing 
under the pseudonym "Old Chum", who informed the Brisbane Courier that he 
believed "it is perfectly hopeless to attempt to improve a blackfellow after he is 
72 
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74 
Queenslander, 1 3  June 1 89 1 ,  p . 1 1 1 5 . 
Ibid. 
Queenslander, 1 2  June 1 880, p .754. 
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twenty-five years of age."76 "Old Chum" dismissed attempts to 'improve' 
Aboriginal adults, claiming that "their habits are formed at this age. All the evil 
the black's nature is capable of, and that is not small, is fully developed."77 
European settlers in Queensland were attracted to using Aboriginal child 
labour because of overlapping economic factors and the pliability of Aboriginal 
children. Settlers also used a philosophical belief to attempt to justify their use 
of Aboriginal child labour. These settlers argued that Aboriginal children could 
be �civilised' through the performance of labour. The concern with 'civilising' 
Aboriginal children grew from a desire to control the indigenous inhabitants of  
the state. The philosophy of 'civilisation through labour' was an extension of a 
conviction popular in eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain. This rationale 
advocated the removal of children from situations perceived as demoralising 
and their subsequent retraining through the performance of menial labour.78 In 
a colonial context it was to provide a method of subduing Aboriginal 
resistance, while allowing settlers to argue that the exploitation of indigenous 
child labour would serve to elevate Aboriginal children from their dispossessed 
position in this newly emerging society. 
75 
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Brisbane Courier, 1 0  February 1 877,  p .3 .  
Ibid. 
78 See for example, Mary Carpenter, Reformatory Schools for the Children of the Perishing and 
Dangerous Classes and for Juvenile offenders (London: C. Gilpin, 1 85 1 )  and F. Hil l ,  Children of the State: 
The training of Juvenile Paupers (London: Macmillan ,  1 868). 
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British ideas from the eighteenth century had a tremendous influence on 
Australian policies towards indigenous people during the nineteenth century. 
During the eighteenth century in Britain, the rapid process of industrialisation 
and its subsequent social changes caused much consternation amongst the 
British public. Many British people believed that crime was on the rise and that 
society was in danger of collapse or of being consumed by immorality.79 British 
theorists attempted to control or prevent such an event by blaming this 
perceived increased in crime on 'problem populations ' . 80 These theorists argued 
that the children of 'problem populations '  should be retrained in manual labour 
and provided with a religious education. They argued that this process 
represented the best method of rehabilitating the criminal classes in England.81 
This focus on children can be attributed predominantly to what the French 
historian Phillippe Aries has termed "the increasing moralisation of the family" 
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries onwards and the view that 
children were not ready to join adult society immediately but required 
79 J. M. Beattie, "The Pattern of Crime in England, 1 660- 1 800" , Past and Present, No. 62 (February
1 974), p.4� F. M. L. Thompson, "Social Control in Victorian Britain " ,  Economic History Review, Vol . 34, 
No. 2 (May 1 98 1 ) , p . 1 89 .  
8 0  Well known works dealing with this  'problem' include H.  Fielding,  "An Enquiry into the Causes of 
the Late Increase of Robbers" in  The Works of Henry Fielding, Vol . 10 (London: B ickers, 1 902- 1 903) ,  
r .333-467 .
1 Carpenter, Reformatory Schools for the Children of the Perishing and Dangerous Classes and for 
Juvenile offenders and Hill ,  Children of the State: The training of Juvenile Paupers. For a broad 
� 
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education and training before maturity. 82 Coupled with this emphasis on 
training children before adulthood was concern over the influence of the family 
on the development of the child's mind. As Aries has argued, by the 
seventeenth century, "the family ceased to be an institution for the transmission 
of a name and an estate it assumed a moral and spiritual function, it moulded 
bodies and souls ."83 
In England during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the philosophy of 
refonning 'problem populations'  by concentrating on children was largely 
advocated by members of religious groups, such as evangelical Anglicans and 
other Protestants . These agitators were dissatisfied with the apparent apathy of 
the established church towards the perceived immorality of the working class .  84 
The state in England proved accommodating to the ideas of moral reform 
being propounded ·by evangelicals and this resulted in the establislunent of 
numerous industrial schools .85 This philosophy, supporting the moral reform 
examination of the employment of children in England, see Hugh Cunningham, "The Employment and 
Unemployment of Children in England, 1 85 1 - 1 860", Past and Present, No. 1 26 ( 1 990), p . 1 1 5 - 1 50. 
82 Phil lippe Aries, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1 962), p.4 1 2. 
83 Ibid. For more recent work on the social role of families see Susan Dwyer Amussen, An Ordered
Society: Gender and Class in Early Modern England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell ,  1 988),  p . 1 34- 1 79;  
Beatrice Gottlieb, The Family in the Western World from the Black Death to the Industrial Age (New York: 
Oxford University Press,  1 993), p. 1 47-23 1 .  
84 Beattie, "The Pattern of Crime in England, 1 660- 1 800" , p.4. 
85 The most thorough analysi s  of industrial schools in Britain is that conducted by Ivy Pinchbeck and 
Margaret Hewitt in Children in English Society, Vol . 2,  From the Eighteenth Century to the Children 's Act,
1 948 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul ,  1 973), particularly p. 43 1 -465 . See also R. Johnson,
"Educational pol icy and social control in early Victorian England" ,  Past and Present, No. 49 (November 
1 970), p .96- 1 1 9  on the correlation between 'saving children' and social control . 
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of children, was responsible from 1 849 onwards for the emigration of working 
class children from England to such far-flung corners of the empire as Canada 
and Australia.86 Furthermore, Europeans applied this theory to the Aboriginal 
population of Australia almost immediately after their arrival.87 
Many pastoralists were advocating the forcible retraining and removal of 
indigenous children in New South Wales before these settlers moved up into 
Queensland in the 1 840s. Schemes in New South \X'ales were not devoted 
solely to 'retraining' indigenous children. By the 1 820s, colonial New South 
Wales had various moral reform associations in operation devoted to the 
'improvement' of European orphans, destitute children or children deemed 
'neglected', as well as financially impoverished women, female convicts and 
female prostitutes .88 It is important to be aware that the nature of colonialism 
and the European desire to occupy indigenous lands meant that Europeans 
immediately demarcated the indigenous peoples o f  Australia as a �problem 
86 See for example, Geoffrey Sherrington and Chris Jeffery, Fairbridge: Empire and Child
Migration (Nedlands, Western Austral ia: University of Western Australia  Press ,  1 998); Alan Gil l ,  
Orphans of the empire: the shocking story of child migration to  Australia (Alexandria, New South Wales : 
Millenium Books ,  1 997) ; Gill ian Wagner, Children of the Empire (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,  
1 982) and Joy Parr, Labouring children: British immigrant apprentices to Canada, 1869-1 924 (London:
Croom Helm, 1 986) 
87 Rosalind Kidd traces the Queensland application of this rationale in The Way We Civilise (St. 
Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensl and Press, 1 997), p. 1 8-3 5 .  More recently Anna Haebich has 
examined the application of this rationale in  colonial Australia in  Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous
Families 1800-2000 (Fremantle, Western Australia :  Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000) 
88 Perhaps the best known of these moral retraining associations is  the Female School of Industry 
that existed in Sydney from 1 826 to 1 847 . Students at the School studied from a text by Lady Darl ing, 
which stressed the importance of labour, moral values and maintai ning the social order. 
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population' '89 This considered, it is not surprising that the start of the 
nineteenth century saw many schemes begun in New South Wales for the 
'improvement' of  this group and that such schemes concentrated on children. 
The very first efforts to 'improve' the indigenous peoples of New South Wales 
were missionary in nature and included both children and adults in their scope. 
It is important to note, however, that these early schemes occurring during the 
1 820s failed for a number of reasons, thus appearing to confirm beliefs that 
efforts to 'improve' indigenous adults were doomed to failure .  Schemes for 
'civilising' the Aboriginal populations of New South Wales through the manual 
retraining of their children were discussed unofficially by settlers almost from 
the beginning of European intrusion. The historian, Jean Woolmington, has 
collected primary documents that indicate that European settlers were 
discussing these ideas soon after their arrival in New South Wales and that the 
popularity of these ideas increased as the nineteenth century began. 90 
By 1 8 1 0, the s tart of a decade when debate on future policies towards the 
indigenous peoples of New South Wales increased quite dramatically, many 
members of the public were freely advocating the removal of Aboriginal 
89 For more on colonialism and classifications of indigenous populations see Ellis Cashmore and 
Barry Troyna, Introduction to Race Relations (Basingstoke, England: The Falmer Press ,  1 990), p.37.  
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children from their parents so that they could be 'improved. ' In 1 8 1 0, the 
Sydney Gazette published several letters from a correspondent who argued that, 
while nothing could be done to 'civilise' Aboriginal adults, their children could 
be introduced into civilisation by being separated from their parents .9 1  The 
first official scheme for the rehabilitation, or indoctrination, o f  Aboriginal 
children into European behaviour, began in 1 8 1 4  when William Shelly asked 
Governor l\facquarie if he could establish an institution at Paramatta where 
Aboriginal children could be trained in menial tasks . The British belief that 
'problem populations' should have their children removed and that these 
children should be retrained in manual labour, was central to the founding of 
this school . Macquarie himself believed the aim of the school to be "Educating 
and Bringing up to Habits of Industry and Decency the [indigenous] youth of 
both Sexes ."92 The school was ultimately a failure, as it collapsed nine years 
after it had begun. The closure of the school was attributable to Aboriginal 
reluctance to part with their children and the successful methods Aboriginal 
people used to recapture those children who had been forcibly placed in the 
school.93 
90 Jean Woolmington, ed . ,  Aborigines in Colonial Society: 1 780- 1850 (Melbourne: Cassell
Australia, 1 973), p. 1 -33 .  
9 1  Sydney Gazette, 1 1  August 1 8 1 0, p .2 .  
9 2  Ibid. 
93 Anna H aebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1 800-2000 (Fremantle,
Western Australia: Fremantle Arts Centre Press ,  2000), p. 1 50. 
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Before this collapse, the Aboriginal school made a significant impression on 
colonial New South Wales society.94 In 1 81 9, an Aboriginal girl from the 
school won the first prize in the colony-wide Anniversary Schools 
Examination, ahead of twenty Aboriginal students and 1 00 European 
students .95 The Sydney Gazette proclaimed the method of indoctrinating 
Aboriginal children practised by the school to be an instrument of "civilisation 
and salvation of thousands of creatures,  at present involved in gross 
darkness ."96 By the 1 820s and the 1 830s, the idea of training Aboriginal 
children to become "Europeanised" through labour and separation from their 
communities was well entrenched in colonial New South Wales and was part of 
the dominant colonial discourse. 9 7  In 1 827, the naval surgeon Peter 
Cunningham succinctly expressed this idea. He argued that "you must 
absolutely secure the young, wean them from parental influence, and infuse 
into them new ideas and opinions before you can make much progress ."98 
94 For more on this school see J .  Brook, The Paramatta Native Institution and Black Town: a history
(Kensington, New South Wales : University of New South Wales Press,  1 99 1 ) .  
95 Sydney Gazette, 1 7  April 1 8 1 9, p .2-3 . 
96 Sydney Gazette, 30 December 1 820, p.3 .  
97 This point is also argued by R. H. W. Reece in Aborigines and Colonists: Aborigines and
Colonial Society in New South Wales (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1 974) , p.62- 1 03 .  For further 
examples of how widespread this argument was in New South Wales during this era see George Arden,  
"Civilization of the Aborigines", Arden 's Sydney Magazine, October 1 843, p .  65-82. Arden discussed a 
system of "coercive Education and Employment." For this system to succeed Arden also advocated the 
removal of Aboriginal children from their parents. 
98 Peter Cunningham, Two Years in New South Wales, Vol. 2 (London: H. Colburn, 1 827), p.44. 
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�fany other prominent citizens in colonial New South Wales held similar views 
to Cunningham, believing that the indigenous population of New South Wales 
could be controlled through the removal and retraining of their children. The 
first chaplain of New South Wales, the Reverend Richard Johnson, took an 
Aboriginal girl named Araboo, aged about fifteen years old, into his household. 
Johnson remarked that he had "no reason to complain of her improvement. 
She can begin to speak a little English and is useful in several things about our 
little hut."99 Johnson was not cognisant of the discontented position of 
Araboo. She had been removed from her family and placed into an extremely 
alien situation, and was expected to perform foreign labour tasks . This 
considered, it is not surprising that she absconded from Johnson's residence 
after eighteen months . 1 00 The Reverend Samuel Marsden also attempted to 
'improve' an Aboriginal child, this time a boy, by keeping him in his residence, 
using his labour and imbuing in him the methods of Christianity. 101 
The New South Wales experience up to the 1 840s had emphasised the removal, 
exploitation and indoctrination of Aboriginal children, a group who had been 
classified as a 'problem population' in order to maintain the hegemony of the 
99 G. Mackaness, ed . ,  Some Letters of Rev. Richard Johnson BA , Part 1 (Dubbo, New South Wales: 
Review Publications, 1 978),  p.29. 
1 00 1. Bon wick, First Twenty Years of Australia: a history founded on official documents (London:
Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1 882), p. 1 80. 
1 0 1  Woolmington, ed . ,  Aborigines in  Colonial Society: 1 788- 1850, p.2 1 .
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state. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that those colonists involved in the first 
large-scale pastoral pushes into Queensland in the 1 840s brought this 
philosophy with them. From the very first, the Moreton Bay settlement was 
defined by its concern with social control. 1 02 As Raymond Evans has argued, 
colonial morality was singularly attuned to the prospect of material acquisition, 
thus conformity and cohesion were emphasised through the exclusion and 
punishment of those who were not subsumed by the heterogeneity of the new 
society. 1 03 The social control mechanisms that operated in colonial Queensland 
fit into the two categories devised by John Mayer. 1 04 Mayer argues that social 
control consists of methods of coercive control, that either uses or alludes to 
force Qegal or extra-legal) , or alternatively consists of group self-regulation 
outside the confines of constraint and can be used on both macro and micro-
sociological levels . 1 05 Social control is particularly evident when government 
policies towards the indigenous population of Queensland are considered. It is 
also apparent in other acts of social policy conducted from the time of the first 
1 02 See particularly William Ross Johnson, A Study of the Relationship Between the Law, the State 
and the Community in  Colonial Queensland, MA thesis,  University of Queensland, 1 965 , p . 1 44-2 1 2 ; 
Raymond Evans,  Charitable Institutions of the Queenslahd Government, MA thesis, University of 
Queensland, 1 969, p. 1 -23 ;  Wil l iam Thorpe, A Social History of Colonial Queensland:  Towards a Marxist 
Analysis,  Ph .D. thesis,  Uni vers ity of Queensland, 1 985, p .37 1 -399 and Libby Connors , The ' Birth of the 
Prison' and the Death of Convictism: The operation of the law in pre-separation Queensland 1 839- 1 859, 
Ph.D. thesis,  University of Queensland, 1 990, p .22- 1 1 2 .  
1 03 Raymond Evans, "The Hidden Colonists: Deviance and Social Control in Colonial Queensland" 
in Jil l  Roe, ed. ,  Social Policy in Australia: Some Perspectives 1 901 -1 975 (Stanmore, New South Wales:
Cassell, 1 976), p .75.  
1 04 John Mayer, "Notes Towards a Working Definition of Social Control in Historical Analysis" in S.  
Cohen , A.  Scul l ,  eds . ,  Social Control and the State: Historical and Comparative Essays (Oxford : Martin 
Robertson, 1 983), p.24 .  
lOS ibid. 
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:rvloreton Bay Penal settlement onwards .  �vans has argued that the state in 
colonial Queensland attempted to define and control populations whose 
'problem' was definable in medical, mental or behavioural terms. 1 06 
The European settlers pushing up into the Moreton Bay District in the 1 840s 
brought with them the belief that the children of 'problem populations' could 
be rehabilitated through enforced labour. As in New South Wales, this 
sentiment was strengthened when adult Aborigines showed little interest in 
joining European society. The earliest indications that settlers would apply 
these ideas to indigenous children in the �1oreton Bay District occurred prior 
to separation from New South Wales .  At this time, the Reverend W. Schmidt, 
who had worked in the �1oreton Bay District, concluded that adult Aborigines 
were not interested in being incorporated into European society. Schmidt told 
a Select Corrunittee that adult Aborigines "preferred their mode of  living to 
ours . . .  they pitied us that we troubled ourselves with so many things ." 107 
1 06 Raymond Evans c i tes the establishment of the ' lunatic '  asylum at Woogaroo, the benevolent 
asylu m at Dunwich and Queensland' s  Leper Lazarets as examples of the government attempting to define 
and control ·problem' populations .  See Evans, Charitable Institutions.  Rosalind Kidd has since expanded 
on this  theme and has argued that the 1 884 Insani ty Act, the 1 892 Leprosy Act and the 1 896 Inebriates Act 
are all examples of the state also defining and controll ing ·problem' populations. See Rosalind Kidd, 
Regulating Bodies: administrations and Aborigines in Queensland 1 840- 1 988,  Ph.D.  thesis, Griffith 
Univers ity, 1 994, p. 1 06.
1 07 "Evidence given before a Select Commi ttee on the Condi tion of the Aborigines'' ,  New South
Wales Legislative Council Votes and Proceedings, 1 845, p.  l 8.
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As Aboriginal resistance continued throughout the 1 850s and 1 860s, other 
colonists expressed the belief that efforts to 'improve' Queensland's original 
inhabitants should concentrate on �civilising' children through labour. The 
shortages and the expense of labour that settlers were experiencing at this time 
no doubt furthered the popularity of this theory. In 1 852, a colonist wrote a 
letter to the Moreton Bqy Courier asserting that Aboriginal resistance in the region 
could be broken by "taking their children from them, placing them in a factory, 
and teaching them some useful trade, and when sufficiently aged, apprenticing 
them out for a number of years ."1 08 In 1 860, another correspondent to the 
Moreton Bqy Courier, writing under the pseudonym "Philanthropist", informed 
the newspaper that he believed adult Aborigines were "really incapable of 
instruction'', but that he considered Aboriginal children to be "generally sharp, 
actjve, apt to learn, quick in apprehending, and easily educated." 109 
"Philanthropist" clearly held reformatory convictions, arguing that Aboriginal 
children should be taken from their parents when young and be given an 
industrial education. 1 1 0  The newspaper itself also expressed such sentiments, 
arguing in 1 860 that: 
! OR 
1 09 
1 1 0 
The government, it strikes us, should mainly direct its attention and energies 
to the education and general improvement of the native children; and 
consequently, the only feasible and desirable plan that it can pursue would 
be the establishment of native industrial institutions in the most suitable 
Moreton Bay Courier, 30 October 1 852, p.4. 
Moreton Bay Courier, 12 June 1 860, p.2. 
Ibid. 
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localities of the colony. 1 1 1  
Official conunittees also argued that Aboriginal children should b e  'improved' 
by being made to perform labour for Europeans .  During the course of an 1 861  
Select Conunittee investigating the methods and suitability of Queensland's 
Native Police Force, many pastoralists argued that younger Aborigines could be 
bettered through the performance of labour. 1 1 2 J. Mortimer, when asked if it 
"was possible to wean [Aborigines] from their savage habits?", replied "not the 
old ones, perhaps some of the younger ones ."1 1 3 Leonard Lester concluded 
that "unless their children were taken from them by force they would never be 
instructed, I am satisfied ."1 1 4 It appears certain that settlers reiterated this belief 
because they wished to exploit this form of cheap and available labour. 
Significantly, the passage of The Industn.al and Reformaton·es Schools Act ef1 8651 1 5 
provided the Queensland government with a legal basis to pursue its 
reformatory policy towards Aboriginal children. 1 1 6  While there was an onus on 
the state to prove that European children removed from their parents under 
this Act were neglected, under section seven of the Act, all Aboriginal children 
in the state were automatically deemed neglected with no requirement of 
I l l  Moreton Bay Courier, 2 August 1 860, p.4. 
"Select Committee on the Native Police Force and the Conditions of the Aborigines Generally,  
Report", Votes and Proceedings of the Queensland Parliament, 1 86 1 ,  Vol . I ,  p. 389.
1 1 3  Jbid. , p . 1 03 .
I 1 2  
1 1 4 Ibid., p . 1 09 .  
I I S  Industrial Schools and Reformatory Schools Act of 1 865 , Supplement t o  the Queensland
Government Gazette, 9 September 1 865, p. 866-872.  
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proof. 1 1 7  The passage of this legislation reveals just how dominant was the idea 
in nineteenth century Queensland that Aboriginal children were part of a 
'problem population' that should be 'civilised' through labour. 
During the late 1 860s, several colonial newspapers openly argued that 
Aboriginal children should be removed from their parents and forced to 
perform labour in order to become 'civilised. ' During the later part of this 
decade, those Europeans who argued that Aboriginal children should be 
separated from their families and be forced to labour for Europeans were 
operating \,Vith legal backing. In 1 868 the Port Denison Times informed its readers 
that the Reverend J .  K. Black was putting into action a scheme for the removal
of Aboriginal children from their traditional communities and their subsequent 
performance of labour for Europeans. The newspaper wrote that the 
Reverend Black was sending down to Bowen "a number of children of both 
sexes of various ages from eight to twelve", from the Cape '.River region so that 
they might be distributed amongst "such heads of families as wish for and are 
likely to do their duty by them." 1 1 8  The newspaper itself considered that the 
labour of such children was better than that provided by imported Pacific 
labourers and that settlers "might by a few years of training obtain life-long 
I 1 6  
1 1 7 
1 1 8 
Kidd, The Way We Civilise, p.20. 
Section 7,  Industrial Schools and Reformatory Schools Act of 1 865, p .866. 
Port Denison Times (Bowen), 8 August 1 868,  p.2. 
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servants nearer at hand, attached by no mercenary motives and capable of the 
f� - 1  , , 1 1 9greatest use wness .  
The following year, the Port Denison Times informed its readers that it, too, 
intended to launch a movement for the 'rehabilitation' of indigenous children 
through labour. An editorial on 22 May 1 869 professed that: 
We claim the right, and mean to insist upon it, of recovering to civilisation 
wherever we can the aboriginal children of both sexes in this district; and (if 
an institution for their reception is not at present practicable) to introduce 
them into all families (and there are not a few) who are willing to receive 
them. This is a work of which we are not ashamed. 1 20 
An examination of the policies of this one regional newspaper alone 
demonstrates how economic factors and reformatory beliefs worked together 
to perpetuate the exploitation of Aboriginal child labour. 
During the 1 870s, as the shortage of labour increased and Aboriginal resistance 
continued, settlers and the colonial press both continued to press for the 
'civilisation' of indigenous children through labour. Certainly, during the 1 870s 
there were more forums for the public to argue that indigenous children should 
be removed from their families and perform labour for Europeans than there 
had been heretofore. During this decade two commissions into Aboriginal 
1 1 9 
1 20 
Ibid. 
Port Denison Times, 22 May 1 869, p .3 .  
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affairs in the state were instigated and several Aboriginal reserves were also 
established. 1 21 Government and public interest in indigenous policies in the 
state of Queensland during the 1 870s also increased as a result of a desire to 
remove dispossessed Aborigines from the view of the European public and 
growing public discussion of social Darwinism.1 22 This, in turn, stimulated 
public debate which continued to maintain that efforts to 'improve' the 
indigenous population of the state should concentrate on Aboriginal children. 
Educating Aboriginal children, however, was not on the European public 
agenda at this time. The Education Act of 1 87 5, which required all children
resident in the colony to receive an education until they were fourteen years of  
age, provided the government with a means of dealing with indigenous children 
in the region. It is important to note that the Queensland government chose 
not to exercise this option. 
Members of the public continued to argue that Aboriginal children should be 
treated differently from Aboriginal adults in the 1 870s . In 1 877 a 
correspondent to the Queenslander expressed this belief when he argued that 
1 2 1  See G.  Hoskins, Aboriginal Reserves in Queensland 1 87 1 -85 and the movement to  ameliorate and 
improve the condition of the aborigines , BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1 967 
1 22 See particularly Evans, Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination, p. 1 1 8- 1 22 ;  Charles Rowley 
also attributes the establishmen t of Aboriginal reserves in the 1 870s to "a growing unease in the settled 
areas ."  See C. D. Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society: Aboriginal Policy and Practice, Vol . I 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1 970), p. 1 74. Ross Fitzgerald l argely  considers the 
reserves movement of the 1 870s to be a reaction against social Darwinist beliefs and the actions of the 
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"much good may be wrought upon the young of this and the next generation; 
but the adults of both sexes at present in existence must  pass  away ere the 
experiment can be successfully tried."1 23 Perceived distinctions between 
Aboriginal adults and Aboriginal children and the ways in which they should be 
dealt with were expressed in very clear terms by a correspondent to the 
Queenslander in 1 877. He argued that "the old blacks should be hunted down, 
and all the young ones run in and cared for." 1 24 An examination of  public 
mediums such as newspapers in the 1 870s reveals that the philosophy of 
concentrating on indigenous children and the use of their labour had reached a 
mainstream audience by this time. 
It is evident that this philosophy was being propelled to a great extent by the 
view that untrained Aboriginal children were a potential threat to the hegemony 
of the state. In 1 880, a correspondent to the Queenslander linked the desire to 
control a 'problem population' with the increasing interest in retraining 
Aboriginal children. He argued that if not 'rehabilitated', Aboriginal children 
"must become a source of future danger to the community as the nucleus o f  a 
criminal or vagrant class .  " 1 25 By the 1 880s, the philosophy that Aboriginal 
Nati ve Police. See Ross Fitzgerald, A History of Queensland from the dreaming to 1 915 (St. Lucia,
Queensland : Universi ty of Queensland Press ,  1 982), p.2 1 0. 
1 23 Queenslander, 24 March 1 877, p. 1 8 . 
1 24 Queenslander, I 0 February 1 877, p.2 1 .
1 25 Queenslander, 20 March 1 8 80, p . 368.  
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children should be 'civilised' through labour had become firmly entrenched in 
Queensland society. As a result, legislative policies later passed by the state, 
reflected these beliefs about indigenous children. 
Aboriginal child labour was used in Queensland in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries because it was economically beneficial to Europeans and 
because European settlers believed they could justify this employment on 
ideological grounds .  By the time that the state government passed laws relating 
to the employment of this labour, the employment of Aboriginal children was 
so widespread that the government did not pass laws restricting it. European 
officials were largely unconcerned with regulating any Aboriginal labour in the 
colony at all for most of the nineteenth century and did not pass any Acts 
restricting the employment of Aboriginal labour until 1 881 . Therefore, the use 
of all Aboriginal labour was legally unregulated for much of the nineteenth 
century. 
This first Act relating to indigenous workers in Queensland, The Pearl-shell and 
Beche-de-mer FiShery Act ef1 881 ,1 26 was passed more out of a desire to tap into a 
new source of revenue from a growing field of labour, than from any altruistic 
1 26 The Pearl-shell and Beche-de-mer Fishery Act of 1 88 1 ,  Supplement to the Queensland 
Government Gazette, 1 7  September 1 88 1 ,  p .659-663 . 
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sentiments towards indigenous workers . 1 27 This Act did not deal with the 
employment of Aboriginal children at all, even though evidence was available 
to suggest that a very high proportion of workers in these marine industries 
were children. In 1 884, the Queensland government made a more thorough 
attempt at regulating the employment of indigenous labour in marine 
industries .  Noel Loos has pointed out that the product of these efforts, The 
Native Labourers Protection Act of1 884, 1 28 was only drafted because the Griffith 
Liberal Government wished to control abuses regarding Pacific Islander labour 
in Queensland waters that might otherwise be dealt with by imperial 
authorities . 1 29 Once again, the employment of Aboriginal children was not 
dealt with by this Act. 
The most  substantial legislative attempt to deal with the indigenous populations 
of Queensland in the nineteenth century occurred with the passage of the 
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897. This Act not 
only formed the cornerstone of Queensland government policy towards 
indigenous people for the next fifty years , 1 30 but also inspired similar Acts in 
1 27 Noel Loos, " Queensland's Kidnapping Act: The Native Labourers Protection Act of 1 884" ,  
Aboriginal History, Vol . 4, Part 2 ( 1 980), p . 1 50. 
1 28 The Native Labourers Protection Act of 1 884, Supplement to the Queensland Government Gazette, 
20 November 1 884, p . 1 737- 1 739 .  
1 29 Ibid., p. 1 63.  
1 30 The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 was amended by the 
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 90 1 . Further amendments were made 
under the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 927, The Aboriginals 
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other states and in the Commonwealth. The his torian Jackie Huggins has 
argued that the real significance of this Act lies in its "denial in law and practice 
of fundamental human rights ."1 3 1 
The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 provided 
the s tate government with an ideal opportunity to regulate the employment of 
Aboriginal child labour in the s tate. The opportunity, however, was not seized. 
Prior to· the drafting of this Act, the Commissioner for Police, W. E. Parry-
Okenden, had suggested that Aboriginal children under twelve years of age 
should be prevented from working and that minimum wages, clothing and 
food, should be provided for children over twelve years of age who were 
employed. 1 32 Parry-Okenden's suggestions reflect social policy at this time 
towards European child workers, which increasingly viewed this type of 
employment as an archaic practice. 1 33 All these provisions ,  however, were 
absent from the Act that passed in 1 897, 1 34 in so much as the Act failed to 
Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act Amendment Act of 1 928 and The Aboriginals 
Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Amendment Act of 1 934. The Aboriginals Preservation 
and Protection Act of 1 939 repealed all this  previous legislation and remained in force until it was repealed 
by The Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders Affairs Act of 1 965 . 
1 3 1  Jackie Huggins, "White Aprons, Black Hands: Aboriginal Woman Domestic Servants i n  
Queensland" in McGrath and Saunders with Huggins, eds . ,  Aboriginal Workers, p. 1 88 .  
1 32 W. E. Parry-Okenden, "Report on the North Queensland Aborigines and the Native Police, w ith 
Appendices", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 897, Vol .  2, p . 1 8 . 
1 33 See for example, Will iam Lane, writing under the guise of 'Lucinda Sharpe' in the Worker, 7 
August 1 890, p. 1 6 ; Larraine Goldman , Child Welfare in Nineteenth Century Queensland: 1 865- 1 9 1 1 ,  MA 
Qualifying thesis, University of Queensland, 1 978,  p.9 1 - 1 1 6. 
1 34 The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, 1 897 , Supplement to the 
Government Gazette, Vol . 68 ( 1 6  December 1 897), p . 1 389 .  
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regulate the employment of Aboriginal children in the colony in any capacity. 
This was mainly due to sustained pressure from settlers who resented 
restrictions being placed on their employment of Aboriginal children. 1 35 
Although the Act did not deal with the employment of Aboriginal children, it 
did make some attempt to regulate adult Aboriginal labour in the state. This 
government intervention was not connected to a desire to improve the position 
of Aboriginal workers, but instead was largely attributable the state's desire to 
control Aboriginal money. One particular provision under the 1 897 Act 
provided that every person who wished to employ an Aboriginal person was 
required to enter into an· agreement in the presence of a member of the police 
force or a justice of the peace (see Figure 1 and Figure 2 for examples of
permits issued for Aboriginal children in accordance with this regulation) . 1 36 
Provision 31 of the Act also duplicated provisions existent under the Industnal 
and Reformatories Schools Act of 1 865, which allowed for the removal of 
Aboriginal children from their parents without any justification . 1 37 
1 35 For public debate on the workings of the Act see the Queenslander, 1 4  May 1 898 ,  p.9 1 6-9 1 7 ;  
Queenslander, 30 July 1 898, p .2 1 6; Queenslander, 22 October 1 898, p.780 and the Queenslander, 1 2
November 1 898,  p .920. 
1 36 Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, p. 1 390. 
1 37 Section 3 1 ,  Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, p . 1 393.  
Figure 1 138 
Permit to employ a three-year-old Aboriginal girl issued in  1 898 
, ' / . .  ,,.{'.'.. r : ( • �-
1 38 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 1 0  May 1 898, in-letter no. 1 4806 of 1 900, COU 1 45, 
Queensland State Archives . 
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Figure 2139 
Permit to employ a seven-year-old Aboriginal boy issued i n  1 898 
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1 39 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, I O  May 1 898,  In-letter no. 1 7823 of 1 90 1 ,  COU 1 45 ,
Queensland State Archi ves . 
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The Act also contained numerous restrictive clauses which impacted 
dramatically upon the lives of indigenous people in Queensland. The most 
significant of these clauses established reserves onto which Aboriginal people 
could be removed forcibly at the will of the government. 1 40 No justification for 
this action was needed. The 1 897 Act was so restrictive that the participation of  
Aboriginal people in cultural activities could be  disallowed. 1 41 
The 1 897 Act also created a system of Protectorates and instituted "Protectors 
of Aboriginals" in Queensland . 142 These Protectors were given enormous 
powers over the lives of Aboriginal people in Queensland. There is a 
significant body of literature that argues that this fits into the broader context 
of Australian legislation that treated Aboriginal adults as children and gave 
European authorities, not Aboriginal parents, power over Aboriginal 
children. 1 43 The first Protectors of Aboriginals were appointed in 1 898. W. E. 
Parry-Okenden was given responsibility for the general administration of the 
Act in Queensland. Dr. Walter Roth was appointed assistant to Parry-Okenden 
in the northern region of Queensland and Archibald Meston was appointed 
1 40 
1 4 1  
1 42 
Section 9, The Aborigines Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, 1 897, p . 1 389.  
Ibid. 
Section 6, Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, p. 1 390. 
1 4 3  Richard Chisholm, "Destined Children : Aboriginal Chi ld Welfare in Australia.  Directions of 
Change in Law and Policy" ,  Aboriginal Law Bulletin, No. 14 (June 1 985), p.6; Raymond Evans, "A 
Permanent Precedent: Dispossession, Social Control and the Fraser Island Reserve and Mission" ,  Ngulaig , 
No. 5 ( 1 99 1  ), p .7;  Will iam Thorpe, "Archibald Meston and Aboriginal Legislation in Colonial 
Queensland" ,  Historical Studies, Vol . 21 ( 1 984), p .2 1  and Regina Ganter and Ros Kidd, "The Powers of 
1 01 
Parry-Okenden's assistant in the southern region. 1 44 In 1 904, a separate 
administrative sub-department of the Home Secretary's Office was created to 
consider Aboriginal issues . As part of these changes in 1 904, Roth was 
appointed the first Chief Protector of Aboriginals in Queensland. The Act of 
1 897 gave these Protectors of Aboriginals enormous discretionary powers . 
Consequently, the lives of Aboriginal people were controlled more by the 
personal decisions of these men than by any jurisdictional system well into the 
twentieth century. 
In 1 90 1 ,  the Queensland government found it necessary to amend the 1 897 Act 
' 
in order to address a discrepancy between the Act and the 1 884 Native Labourers 
Protection Act which did not make it necessary for a permit to be issued prior to 
the employment of an Aboriginal person. 145 In the course of redrafting 
the 1 897 Act and formulating The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act of 1 901 , the government also found it necessary to provide that 
employers would be able to renew employment permits prior to their 
expiration and that Chinese people would not be able to employ Aborigines . 1 46 
Provisions were also instituted in 1 901  that made it compulsory for a 
Protectors : Conflicts Surrounding Queensland's 1 897 Aboriginal Legislation" ,  Australian Historical 
Studies, No. 1 0 1  (October 1 993),  p.536-554. 
1 44 J .  W. Bleakley, Aborigines of Australia (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1 96 1  ), p . 1 26.  
1 4 5  Queensland Parliamentary Debates, Vol . 7 8  ( 1 90 1  ) ,  p . 1 1 43 .  
1 4 6  Queensland Government Gazette, 16 May 1 902, p . 1 436. 
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proportion of Aboriginal wages to be paid into a savings account. 1 47 The 
government was free to use the interest accumulated from this account for 
whatever purposes it saw fit. 
Significantly, it was not until this Amendment Act of 1 901  received Royal 
Assent in May of 1 902 that Queensland's Protectors of Aboriginals had any 
legal power to seek the remission of wages that Aboriginal children had 
earned. 1 48 In drawing attention to this situation, Roth described the experience 
of Dolly, an Aboriginal girl he had sent to Y arrabah mission in 1 901 . 1 49 At only 
thirteen years of age, Dolly had been employed at Normanton for the previous 
ten years . She had never received any wages, only possessed two articles of 
clothing and was seven months pregnant. 1 50 As Roth dealt with this case prior 
to the Royal Assent of the 1 901 Amendment Act, however, Dolly's employer 
could not be legally compelled to help her in any way. 1 5 1  
The Royal Assent of the 1 901 Amendment Act gave Queensland's Protectors 
of Aboriginals a legal method of obtaining the wages owed to employed 
Aboriginal children. Furthermore, this Act also marked the first legal attempt 
1 47 
1 4 8  
1 49 
1 50 
1 5 1  
Ibid. 
" Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902" ,  p .46 1 . 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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to place age restrictions on the employment of  Aboriginal children. Prior to 
the passage of  this Act, several regional authorities had queried the legalities of 
employing Aboriginal children, citing laws such as the Education Act of1 875 1 52 
and the Imperial Slave Act. 1 53 These Acts, however, were never used in the 
colonial period to control the employment of Aboriginal children. The 
employment of Aboriginal children was not specifically dealt with legally until 
the passage of the 1 90 1  Amendment Act. Under its provisions, Aboriginal 
children deemed to be under the age of puberty could not be employed in the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industries .  No age restrictions were placed on the 
employment of Aboriginal children in any other fields of labour. 
In 1 904, Roth, acting in the capacity of Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 
provided the first official scale of wages for employed Aboriginal children. 1 54 
Roth's moves to officiate the payment of Aboriginal child labour grew from the 
desire of  the state government to hold the wages of Aboriginal workers in a 
trust fund. The amount that the government took from each Aboriginal 
employee varied; nevertheless, this all added up to a significant source of 
1 52 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 905", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, Vol . 2, 1 906, p.924. 
· 
1 53 Telegram, Warden, Croydon to Under Secretary for Mines,  4 May 1 888 ,  in-letter no. 3022 of 
1 888,  COL/A549, Queensland State Archives 
1 54 W. Roth to the Home Secretary, 23 May 1 904, in- letter no. 1 6262, N58927, Queensland State 
Archives 
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revenue for the state government. 1 55 By providing a scale of wages for 
Aboriginal child workers, Roth was ensuring that the government could also 
control the wages of those Aboriginal workers . 
Compared with later Chief Protectors of Aboriginals in Queensland, Roth was 
the Chief Protector who was most concerned with regulating the employment 
of Aboriginal children. 1 56 As mentioned previously, he drew attention to the 
legally precarious position of Aboriginal child workers in his 1 902 Annual 
Report. 1 57 Indeed, Roth appears to have been the Protector most interested in 
regulating the employment of all Aboriginal workers. The following Chief 
Protectors of Aboriginals, Richard Howard, John Bleakley and Cornelius 
O'Leary, did not share Roth's concern with monitoring the employment of 
Aboriginal workers .  Ultimately, however, Roth was prepared to let Europeans 
employ Aboriginal children as long as they were employed under permits . 1 58
Alluding to the 'civilisation through labour' philosophy, he maintained that "it 
1 55 See Castles and Hagan, "Regulation of Aboriginal Labour in Queensland : Protectors, Agreements 
and Trust  Accounts 1 897- 1 965", p .66-76. for an overview of the motivations behind the Queensland 
government placing Aboriginal money into trust accounts . 
1 56 Kidd discusses Roth' s  efforts to improve the position of Aboriginal child workers in The Way We 
Civilise, p.50-5 1 .
1 57 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902" ,  p.46 1 . 
1 58 "Report for 1 90 1  of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals",  Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 
1 902, Vol . I ,  p. 1 1 37 .
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is far better to keep these children in continuous employment than to allow 
h . th h .  1 c d '' 1 59t em to go mto e towns 1ps as oa iers an vagrants . 
Roth believed that Aboriginal children could sometimes be 'improved' by 
working for responsible Europeans and because of this belief, he did not 
always insist that employers pay their Aboriginal child workers wages. In one 
1 904 case Roth agreed that a Burketown resident should not have to pay wages 
to a nine-year-old female Aboriginal child until she was eleven-and-a-half years 
of age because the employer was 'raising' the child to European standards . 1 60 
Roth was aware that settlers were employing Aboriginal children because they 
represented the cheapest available form of  labour in the state. Consequently, 
the scale of wages that Roth devised in 1 904 simply formalised this position of 
Aboriginal child workers . 
It is evident that working Aboriginal children occupied a uniquely oppressed 
position in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. As the younger members of a
dispossessed indigenous population, they were highly susceptible to 
exploitation at the hands of their European employers. While child labour is 
I 59 Brisbane Courier, 26 September 1 903 , p. 1 0 . 
1 60 W. Roth to Under Secretary for Lands, 20 May 1 904, in- letter no. 1 6263 of 1 904, N5 8927 , 
Queensland State Archives 
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fundamentally abusive by definition,161 Aboriginal children were even less 
protected from abuse than working European children in this period were. 
There is no doubt that European children laboured in harsh situations during 
this period but the Queensland government was more prepared to act to 
protect these children than Aboriginal children. 
Working European children received markedly different treatment from the 
government during this period. 162 During the 1 860s, when settlers had been 
removing Aboriginal children from their families in order to exploit their 
labour, refonnists were agitating for the prevention of European child labour. 
Even European wards of the state, known as "state children", who were also  
viewed a s  a 'problem population', were accorded much greater protection than 
working Aboriginal children. The situation of employed European state 
children during this period provides an interesting comparison with the 
position of Aboriginal child workers . Both of these groups of children received 
a considerable degree of attention from the government and were the subjects 
of various pieces of legislation. 
1 6 1  See particularly, Alec Fyfe, Child Labour (Cambridge: Polity Press ,  1 989) ,  p. l -28 and Malcolm 
Falkus, Susan Blackburn, Howard Brasted , Amarjit Kaur and Denis Wright, Child Labour in Asia: Some 
Perspectives on Selected Countries (Canberra: Australian Agency for International Development, 1 997) ,  
p. l - 1 4. 
1 62 For more on European state chi ldren, see Phillipa R. Newton, The State and Child Welfare, 1 900-
1 9 1 5 , BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland,  1 968, p. 1 1 5- 1 22.  and Laraine Goldman, Child Welfare in 
Nineteenth Century Queensland : 1 865- 1 9  I 1 ,  MA Qualifying thes is, University of Queensland, 1 97 8 ,  p9 l -
J 1 6. 
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The Queensland government introduced legislation in 1 888, which required the 
Inspector of Orphanages to monitor the employment situations of European 
state children until they were discharged from control at the age of  eighteen. 1 63 
In practice, this meant that government representatives were required to visit 
working European state children an average of three times per year. 1 64 There is 
no question that this supervision was inadequate. Checks performed three 
times per year probably did little to prevent the ongoing abuse and 
mistreatment of European state children. The situation of working Aboriginal 
children, however, was far worse than that experienced by these European state 
children. No provisions were made to monitor the employment of Aboriginal 
children in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In 1 906 Roth 
conceded that very different standards were set for the supervision of 
employed state children and employed Aboriginal children. Roth admitted 
that: 
1 63 
Not a few [indigenous] children, male and female, under sixteen have been 
placed under agreement with employers, but the supervision exercised over 
these infants is necessarily very imperfect, and incomparably inadequate, as 
judged by the supervision controlling state children. 1 65 
"Report of the Inspector of Orphanages for the Year 1 88 8 " ,  Votes and Proceedings, 1 889, Vol . 1 ,
p. 1 293.
1 64 In 1 899, government officials made 1 1 52 inspections to 5 34 hired out state children . See "Annual 
Report of the I nspector of Orphanages for the Year 1 899", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 900, Vol .  
5 ,  Part 1 ,  p.534, 600-60 1 .  
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During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries ,  European officials not only 
devoted more attention towards protecting employed European state children 
they also set different rates of pay for these children. 1 66 Clearly, because they 
were members of the dominant ethnic group, European officials believed that 
they were more valuable than Aboriginal child labour. European s tate children 
earned significantly higher wages as they grew older. The increase in wages was 
not as pronounced for Aboriginal children. White state children were also given 
much greater access to their wages than Aboriginal children. 1 67 Aboriginal 
children had their wages paid directly to Protectors of Aboriginals, while 
European state children were paid one-third of their wages directly as pocket 
money. The remaining two-thirds of the wages of European state children were 
banked and were automatically paid to them when they were discharged from 
the care of the government. 1 68 
The state government also allowed Aboriginal children and European state 
children to begin their working lives at different ages . Until 1 9 1 9� with the 
exception of Aboriginal children working in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
1 65 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 905" ,  Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 906, Vol .  2 ,  p.924. 
1 66 The wages of Aboriginal children were dealt with under the various pieces of 'protective 
legisl ation'  in operation in  the state in the early twentieth century. The wages of European state children 
were administered by a different department under the Orphanages Act of 1 879 and the State Children Act
of 1 9 1 1 .  
1 67 Kidd, Black Lives, Government Lies, p.36. 
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industries, there was no prescribed minimum age at which Aboriginal children 
could start to perform labour. In contrast to this, after the compulsory clauses 
of the Education Act ef1 875 were enforced after 1 900, European state children 
were not pennitted to begin employment at less than twelve years of age. 169 
After the passage of  the State Children Act ef 1 9 1 1 ,  the Queensland government 
raised the age at which European state children could be sent out to service to 
thirteen years of  age. 1 70 The following year, in 1 9 1 2, the state government 
increased the minimum school leaving age for European children to 
fourteen. 1 71 In contrast to this, the Queensland government did not set a 
minimum age at which Aboriginal children could start to perform labour until 
1 9 1 9 . 1 72 
Until the 1 9 1 9  amendments were passed, regional Protectors of  Aboriginals 
had complete discretion to decide the ages at which Aboriginal children should 
begin employment. On very rare occasions some of these regional Protectors 
queried the practice of employing Aboriginal children, but despite isolated 
1 68 "Regulations Under the Orphanages Act of 1 879", Supplement to the Queensland Government  
Gazette, 15  May 1 880, p . 1 1 38 .  
1 69 "Annual Report of the Inspector of Orphanages, 1 903' ' ,  Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 904-
1 905, Vol. 2,  p .7 .  
1 70 "Regulations Under the State Chi ldren Act of 1 9 1 1 ", p.799. 
1 7 1  Goldman, Child Welfare i n  Nineteenth Century Queens land: 1 865- 1 9 1 1 ,  p. 1 1 0. 
1 72 f See or example, W. Roth, "Progress Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for the mon th of 
February 1 906" ,  [ in-letter no. not provided] , A/5 89 1 2, Queensland State Archives 
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references to the 1 87 5 Education Act 73 and the Slave Act, 1 74 no regional 
Protector of Aboriginals made a concentrated effort to stop the employment of  
Aboriginal children prior to the end of  the Second World War. There are no 
accounts of Protectors referring to the regulations relating to the employment 
of European state children. Instead, most protectors remained unconcerned 
about the youth of Aboriginal workers . In 1 9 1 5, in a case that was far from 
unusual, a Croydon Protector of Aboriginals considered it reasonable to issue a 
permit for a child aged three to begin employment. 1 75 
In 1 9 1 9, nineteen years after the state government had set a minimum age at 
which European state children could start to perform labour in the wider 
community, the state government finally addressed the issue of setting a 
minimum age at which Aboriginal children could begin to labour. These 
actions were not motivated by a desire to protect Aboriginal children but were 
based on economic considerations . The government wished to pass legislation 
that would compel Aboriginal workers to deposit between three and five per 
cent of their income into a government-managed provident account. 176 This 
provision netted a considerable sum of Aboriginal money for the state 
1 73 Ibid. 
1 74 See for example; Telegram, Warden, Croydon, to Under Secretary for Mines, 4 May 1 888 ,  in­
letter no. 3022 of 1 888,  COUA549, Queensland State Archives 
1 75 E. K .  Thompson, Croydon, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 1 5  March 1 927, in-
letter no. 1 5 8 1 of 1 927, N69220, Queensland State Archives 
1 76 Queensland Government Gazette, Vol . 62, No. 207, 6 June 1 9 1 9, p. 1 580. 
1 1 1  
government. The amount the government deducted from Aboriginal wages 
varied over time, however in 1 930 the government was receiving ten per cent 
of the gross wages of males earning over ten shillings per week with 
dependents, five per cent of the gross income of single males with no 
dependents after twelve months continuous employment away from the 
settlement and five per cent of the wages of all females . It is evident that these 
deductions netted the state government a considerable amount of money. Over 
the course of one year, from 1 930 to 1 93 1 ,  the balance of the Aboriginal 
Providence Fund increased by the sum of £4253 . 177 
The setting of a minimum age for Aboriginal child workers must be viewed in 
the context of these 1 9 1 9 changes to Aboriginal fiscal policy. The government 
also used the opportunity afforded by the 1 91 9  amendments to adjust the 
wages payable to employed Aboriginal children over the age of twelve. Further 
amendments under the 1 9 1 9  adjustments also specifically forbade the use of  
Aboriginal children under eighteen a s  prickly-pear cutters . 
The 1 9 1 9  Amendment Act addressed the issue of a minimum age for 
Aboriginal workers by containing a clause which held that "no [A]boriginal 
1 77 "Aboriginal Department - Information contained in Report for the Year ended 3 1  si December 
1 93 1 " , Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 932, Vol . 1 ,  p . 843 . 
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child under the age of fourteen years shall be employed without the sanction of 
the Chief Protector." 178 The sanction of the various Chief Protectors of 
Aboriginals was not difficult to obtain, with no official efforts to control the 
employment of Aboriginal children being made until the 1 930s. While Roth 
had made some attempts to ensure that Aboriginal children employed in 
Queensland worked under permits, J .  W. Bleakley, who was employed as Chief 
Protector of  Aboriginals in the 1 930s, was the first Protector to attempt to halt 
the employment of Aboriginal children aged under twelve. 1 79 
In contrast to efforts to regulate the employment of European state children, 
Queensland's Chief Protector of Aboriginals was slow to regulate Aboriginal 
child labour. Bleakley had been employed as Chief Protector since 1 9 1 4, and it 
took almost fifteen years before he considered halting the employment of 
Aboriginal children. In any case, all of Bleakley's recorded efforts to halt the 
employment of Aboriginal children in the 1 930s failed owing to the refusal of 
employers to send 'their' Aboriginal children to schools and missions and the 
reluctance of many schools to accept Aboriginal pupils . 1 80 While some settlers 
I 78 Queensland Government Gazette, 6 June 1 9 1 9, p . 1 582. 
1 79 See for example, J. W .  Bleakley, Chief Protector of Aboriginals' · ,  "Directions for fil ling in  
returns'' [ in-letter no .  not  provided] ,  CPS 6d/4, Queensland State Archives 
1 8° For example, in 1 9 1 6  the Protector of Aborigi nals in the Nebo (Townsvil le) district reported to the 
Chief Protector that, although there was a state school in the district, i t  would be "questionable whether the 
chi ldren would be allowed to attend school here." See Protector of Aboriginals ,  Nebo, to Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals ,  Brisbane [in-letter no. not provided] ,  8 December 1 9 1 6, N20595 , Queensland State Archi ves . 
In an earlier case in 1 923 the Premier of Queensland, E. G. Theodore, had directly intervened to ensure that 
1 1 3 
were prepared to accept that European state children could benefit from an 
education, it seems that settlers did not believe Aboriginal children could 
benefit from a similar education. Bleakley conceded that " s tation owners or 
managers are not obliged to give a general education to the children of their 
employees "  as "it seems to be a common opinion that the [A]borigines are 
better without education other than a manual character. " 1 81 Jackie Huggins and 
Thom Blake have concluded that Queensland's missions and reserves during 
this period followed similar principles , training children "with an inferior 
educationalist syllabus which prepared them for lowly, gender-specific labour 
tasks . " 1 82 
In any case, by the 1 930s, the use of Aboriginal child labour in the state was so 
geographically widespread and socially acceptable that Bleakley found it 
impossible to halt. Instead of curtailing the employment of Aboriginal children, 
Bleakley' s efforts forced those who employed Aboriginal children to become 
clandestine about this employment. The employment of young Aboriginal 
children after 1 9 1 9  continued because Queensland's under-funded Aboriginal 
Aboriginal children , whose presence was offending parents at Ravenshoe S tate School , were excluded from 
the school . See E. G. Theodore, Premier, Brisbane, to P. Mazlin,  President, State School Committee, 
Ravenshoe, in-leuer no. 2007 of 1 923, N20595 , Queensland State Archives 
1 8 1  J .  W B leakley, Half-caste Aborigines of North and Central A ustralia: Suggestions towards 
solving the problem (Sydney: Association for the Protection of Native Races , 1 93 1  ) ,  p .8 .  
1 82 Jackie Huggins and Thom Blake, " Protection or Persecution? Gender Relations in the Era of
Racial Segregation" in Kay Saunders and Raymond Evans ,  eds . ,  Gender Relations in A ustralia: 
Domination and Negotiation (Marrickvi lle, New South Wales : Harcourt, Brace & Company, 1 992), p .50.
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missions and reserves continued to send out Aboriginal children to 
employment because they could not afford to maintain these children on the 
miserly sum the government provided to these institutions . Furthermore, 
missions and reserves also received a proportion of employed Aboriginal 
wages . The role of Queensland's Aboriginal reserves and missions in supplying 
Europeans with Aboriginal child workers is explored in much greater detail in 
Chapter four. 
An examination of the social and legal context that guided the employment of 
Aboriginal children in Queensland from 1 842 to 1 945 reveals several important 
points . During the colonial period, European settlers began employing 
Aboriginal children because of labour market considerations .  Aboriginal 
children represented the cheapest form of available labour in most cases they 
were not rewarded financially for their work. In addition, Aboriginal children 
were often located where European labourers could not be procured for any 
amount of money. Furthermore, during this period two philosophical 
convictions also encouraged the employment of Aboriginal children. Settlers 
maintained that Aboriginal children were members of a 'problem population' 
who could be reformed through the practice of manual labour for Europeans. 
Also, settlers believed that Aboriginal children were more malleable than 
Aboriginal adults were. 
1 1 5 
Owing to these four factors, by the end of  the nineteenth century, the 
employment of Aboriginal children had become widespread and socially 
acceptable across the entire colony. It is evident that European officials treated 
working Aboriginal children differently to working European children. While 
the employment of state European children was receiving increasing attention 
by the end of the nineteenth century, Queensland legislative policy towards 
Aborigines, which was formulated in 1 897, did nothing to halt the use of 
Aboriginal child labour. Instead, the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale 
of Opium Act of 1 897, forced Aboriginal people onto under-financed reserves 
and missions, which, in turn, were compelled to send children out to service 
because they could not afford to support them on the miserly government 
funding. Later legislative policy gave the government access to wages earned 
by Aboriginal workers and this further encouraged the state to condone the 
employment of Aboriginal children. 
All these factors being considered, it is not surprising that age restrictions 
regarding Aboriginal child workers, were not instituted until 1 9 1 9  and that 
these restrictions were extremely loose. European officials treated working 
Aboriginal children differently to working European children and it is apparent 
that Aboriginal child workers were the most vulnerable workers in the state 
1 1 6 
during this period. It is impossible to understand how the use of Aboriginal 
child workers became so widespread and entrenched in nineteenth and 
twentieth century Queensland without comprehending these broader social and 
legal factors . 
1 1 7 
CHAPTER THREE 
Before 'the Act' : The trade in Abori g inal chi ld labour, 1 842-1 896 
One place we stopped at a boy about nine years of age had been 'brought 
in. '  'Will you let me have him?' Someone enquired. 'No, I intend to keep 
this one,' was the answer; 'but the next time we go out I will see if I can get 
you one. '  
Queenslander (Brisbane) , 28 December 1 878, p.403. 
Is it really correct that the children are taken out of the native camps for 
servants? If it is, slavery exists in the colony, and it is well to remember that 
slave-holding is a punishable offence. 
Colonist (Brisbane) , 1 5  July 1 871 , p .2 . 
A detailed evaluation of the circumstances surrounding the entry of Aboriginal 
children into the European colonial economy in the period before the passage 
of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897 elicits 
one major conclusion. Aboriginal children did not choose to enter the 
European economy but instead were forced into this workforce by colonists .  
This chapter closely examines the movement of Aboriginal children into the 
European workforce up until the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897 It argues that in this period, most 
European employers obtained their Aboriginal child workers either from 
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kidnapping, with its related dislocation and violence; from incorporating the 
children of adult workers they had 'let in' to the European economy into their 
workforce or from official agents . Outside forces, and certainly not the 
indigenous child workers themselves, dictated when Aboriginal children should 
begin employment. An historical examination of the ways that Aboriginal 
children entered the European workforce reveals that their entry was not 
voluntary, but occurred because of compulsion. This forced entry raises very 
significant questions regarding the status of Aboriginal child workers as unfree 
labourers and slaves. For the purposes of this chapter, slavery is defined as 
"the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers 
attaching to the right of ownership are exercised."1 Thus, the issue of legal 
ownership of the worker is not fundamental to the definition. The dramatic 
power imbalance between worker and employer is instead central to 
understandings of slavery. 2 This considered, the powerlessness of Aboriginal 
child workers to decide whether or not they wished to enter into employment 
with Europeans meant that these workers had much in common with peons or 
slaves . 
This 1 926 League of Nations classification is the most commonly accepted definition of slavery 
and is cited in George P. Rawick, ed . ,  The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, Vol . 2 
(Westpoint, Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing Company, 1 972), p .207 . See Robert A. Padgug, 
"Problems in the Theory of Slavery and S lave Society", Science and Society, Vol . 40, No. I (Spri ng 1 976),
p . 3-27 for more on the methodological problems involved in  defining slavery and also Orlando Patterson, 
"On slavery and slave formations' ' ,  New Left Review, No. 1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p .3 1 -67.  
2 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1 982), p . 1 .  
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As Chapter Two explained, the historiography of Aboriginal labour patterns in 
Australia has been dominated by an ongoing debate over the degree of agency 
and autonomy that Aboriginal workers have experienced. Those historians 
who first considered the experiences of Aboriginal workers were inclined to 
highlight the destruction of Aboriginal society by European colonists and the 
way that this destruction compelled Aboriginal workers to enter the European 
economy. 3 Later historians of Aboriginal labour patterns have tended to argue 
that, in many cases, Aboriginal workers were actively attracted to the material 
acquisitions they could gain from entering the European economy and that 
their entry into the European economic system represented more of a 
voluntary movement than had previously been conceded.4 When examining 
the entry of  Aboriginal children into the European workforce in Queensland 
historically, it is impossible to use the later accomodationist model of 
Work is  extensive. See particularly Raymond Evans , '"Kings ' in  Brass Crescents : Identifying 
Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial Queensland" in Kay Saunders, ed. ,  Indentured labour in the British 
Empire 1 834-1 920 (London: Croom Helm, 1 984), p. 1 83-2 1 2; Henry Reynolds, Frontier: Aborigines, 
Settlers and land (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1 987), p.58-80 and Mervyn Hartwig, "Capitalism and 
Aborigines : The Theory of Internal Colonialism and its Rivals" in E. L. Wheelwright and Ken Buckley, 
eds . ,  Essays in the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism, Vol .  3 (Sydney: Australia and New 
Zealand Book Company, 1 978),  p. 1 07- 1 44 .  Bil l  Thorpe further expanded on these themes in "Aborig inal 
Employment and Unemployment: Colonised Labour" in  Claire Will iams with B il l  Thorpe, Beyond 
Industrial Sociology: The Work of Men and Women (Sydney: A llen and Unwin, 1 992), p.88- 1 07 .  
4 See particularly Lyndall Ryan, The Aboriginal Tasmanians (St. Lucia,  Queensland: Universi ty of 
Queensland Press, 1 98 1 ) ; Christopher Anderson, "Aborigines and Tin Mining in North Queensland : A 
Case Study in the Anthropology of Contact History", Mankind, Vol .  1 3 , No. 6 (April 1 983),  p.473-497 ; 
Ann McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle ' Aborigines in Cattle Country (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1 987) ;  Marie 
Fels ,  Good Men and True: The Aboriginal Police of the Port Phillip District 1 837-53 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne Univers ity Press, 1 988);  Bain Attwood, "Understandings of the Aboriginal Past: History or 
Myth", Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol . 24, No. 2 ( 1 998), p.265-27 1 and Richard Broome, 
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Aboriginal-European labour relations and discuss  the voluntary movement of 
Aboriginal child workers into the European economy. The one constant factor 
evident when examining the entry of Aboriginal children into the European 
workforce is the way in which varying degrees of  coercion and force compelled 
Aboriginal children to enter employment with Europeans .  
The status of Queensland's adult Aboriginal workers has been most thoroughly 
investigated by the historian Dawn May.5 May devotes a considerable degree of 
attention to the entry of Aboriginal workers into the European economic 
system in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries . While she considers that a 
variety of complex factors led to the movement of  adult Aboriginal workers 
into the European economic system, she also demonstrates that violence, either 
overt or covert, played a major role in the entry of  Aboriginal workers into the 
European economy. The kidnapping of adult Aboriginal workers, particularly 
in the nineteenth century, was extremely common.6 Furthermore, May has also 
observed that in some cases adult Aboriginal workers actively sought 
employment with Europeans because this employment offered them some 
protection from frontier violence.7 This accords with earlier conclusions drawn 
"Aboriginal Workers on South-Eastern Frontiers", Australian Historical Studies, Vol . 26, No . 1 03 (October 
1 994), p.202-220. 
5 Dawn May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement to the 
Present (Melbourne: Cambridge Uni versity Press, 1 994) , p.43 . 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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by Raymond Evans .8  While May acknowledges that in many cases Aboriginal 
workers were induced to enter the European economy in Queensland through 
force, she has also pointed out that, in some cases, Europeans obtained 
Aboriginal workers by offering them material inducements .9 
While it is important to acknowledge various Aboriginal motivations in 
working for Europeans and to consider Aboriginal workers as active agents, it 
' 
is also necessary to accept that the broader social situation in existence in 
Queensland in the colonial period did not allow Aboriginal people a great deal 
of autonomy in choosing whether or not to enter work situations . Overall, the 
broader social situation involved the dispossession of the indigenous 
population of the region. This meant that adult Aboriginal workers were, at the 
very least, unfree labourers . There has been considerable debate in Australian 
historiography over the exact terminology that should be used to describe the 
nature of  Aboriginal labour in Australia. 1 0  Ann Curthoys and Clive Moore have 
pointed out that some historians have described Aboriginal labour as 'slavery' 
without critically justifying their use of the term. They assert that "the word 
'slave' is often used rhetorically, metaphorically, or simply carelessly, on the 
Evans,  '" Kings' in Brass Crescents : Identifying Aboriginal Labour Patterns i n  Colonial 
Queensland", p . 1 83-2 12 .  
9 May, A boriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry, p .47 . 
1 0  See for example, Evans, '" Kings ' in Brass Crescents : Identifying Aboriginal Labour Patterns in  
Colonial Queensland", p. 1 86.  
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tacit assumption that one not free is a slave. "1 1  This considered, however, 
Curthoys and :Moore still conclude that the term 'slave' is the most pertinent 
description for Aboriginal workers in Australia's past. They argue that, "it is 
still the most appropriate term in English. Aboriginal workers were never 
slaves in the strict Oegal] sense, but neither were they free." 1 2 Raymond Evans 
has also strongly argued that the situation in existence most closely 
approximated a slave-like state. Evans asserts that "the labels of helot, peon, 
serf, wage-labourer and slave cannot all be awkwardly hung upon the black 
worker, unless it can be shown that this entire range of precise labour forms 
was operative among oppressed indigenes across the Australian colonies ." 1 3  
Evans and Bain Attwood14, while writing from quite different perspectives, 
both agree that more regional studies of Aboriginal-European working 
relations will allow for a clearer elucidation on the status of  Aboriginal workers
in Australia's past. 
1 1  Ann Curthoys and Clive Moore, "Working for the White People: An Historiographic Essay on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Labour" in Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders with Jackie Huggins ,
eds . ,  Aboriginal Workers (Sydney: Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995), p .4. That
the term 'slave' has been used carelessly by historians in the past has also been mentioned by Raymond
Evans in Fighting Words: Writing About Race (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press,
1 999), p . 1 70. 
1 2  Ibid. 
1 3  Evans, '" Kings" in  Brass Crescents : Identifying Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial 
Queensland", p. 1 86. 
14  Bain Attwood, "Aboriginal History", Australian Journal of History and Politics, Vol . 4 1  ( 1 995), 
p.40. 
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While debate may reign over the precise category that should be used to 
describe the nature of Aboriginal labour., intractable historical realities mean 
that adult Aboriginal labour in Australia's past  can, at the least, be described as 
a form of unfree labour. As this chapter points out, Aboriginal child labour 
was obtained in circumstances that were certainly unfree and approached 
slavery. The classification of adult Aboriginal workers as unfree labourers 
res ts upon definitions espoused by the sociologist Max Weber. Weber has 
drawn a distinction between free and unfree labour., arguing that free labour 
occurs when "the services of labour are the subject of a contractual relationship 
which is formally free on both sides ."1 5 In contrast, Weber considers unfree 
labour to occur when an individual procures the right to make use of a worker's 
labour services by gaining property rights over the worker's labour services . 1 6  
When examining the entry of adult Aboriginal workers into Queensland's 
burgeoning capitalist economy of the nineteenth century, it is important to take 
into account that the relations of production developed at the same time as 
traditional Aboriginal society was suffering an enormous and unprecedented 
disturbance. The European destruction of Aboriginal land and food sources 
frequently forced Queensland's Aborigines to become dependent on pastoral 
1 5  Max Weber, Economy and Society: A n  Outline of Interpretative Sociology (Berkeley, California: 
The Universi ty of Cal ifornia Press, 1 97 8),  p . 1 27- 1 28. 
1 6  Ibid., p . 1 26. 
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stations for sustenance. Robert iv1iles has argued that the laws enacted by the 
various Australian states during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
were manifestations of the desire of the various states to formalise and 
maintain this exploitative labour situation. 1 7 While it is essential to be aware of 
Aboriginal motivations and adaptation to the changing social situation of the 
late nineteenth century, it is also important to recognise that the broader social 
situation meant that all indigenous labour in the colony represented, at the 
least, a form of unfree labour that was often coerced. 
While the social and economic position of Aboriginal workers historically 
relegated them to the position of  unfree, or as Bill Thorpe argues, "colonised" 
labour, 18 Aboriginal children had far less power than Aboriginal adults . 
Orlando Patterson considers the power relationship between employer and 
worker to be central to any discussion of slavery. 1 9 When examining the ways 
that Aboriginal children came to be employed by Europeans,  it becomes 
entirely inappropriate to discuss the voluntary movement of these children into 
the European economic system. First, in any relationship between adults and 
children, adults firmly control the power-base, particularly because of their 
17 Robert Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or necessity ? (London : Tavistock 
Publications, 1 987), p. l 09.
18  Thorpe, "Aboriginal Employment and Unemployment:  Colonised Labour", p .88- 1 07 .  
1 9  Patterson first considers this iss ue in  "On S lavery and S lave Formations", New Left Review, No. 
1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p .3 1 -67 . He then expanded on this idea in Slavery and Social Death: A 
Comparative Perspective (Cambridge, Massachusetts :  Harvard Universi ty Press, 1 982), p .27 .  
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physical and emotional hold over children.20 Indeed, if power is defmed in 
Max Weber's terms as "that opportunity existing within a social relationship 
which permits one to carry out one's will even against resistance and regardless 
of the basis on which this opportunity,"21 then it rapidly becomes obvious that 
Aboriginal children were powerless in colonial European society. To discuss 
the relations between Aboriginal child workers and their European employers 
as an equal exchange of labour would be improper. Secondly, Aboriginal 
children were a particularly vulnerable sub-group of a dispossessed indigenous 
population who were not in a position to make demands and enter into a 
coequal working relationship with Europeans .  
I t  i s  particularly evident that Aboriginal child workers most accurately fit  into 
the category of quasi-slave labourers when the ways that they entered into 
employment with Europeans during the colonial period are considered. From 
the commencement of free settlement in the Moreton Bay District in 1 842, 
until the passage of the Aboriginal Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act 
of 1 897, Aboriginal labour in the colony was largely unregulated. During this 
period, Europeans most frequently procured their children through three 
20 R. Dingwal l ,  J. Eekelaar and T. Murray, The Protection of Children (Oxford: Blackwell , 1 983) ;  
T. S .  Dahl, Child Welfare and Social Defence (London: Oxford University Press, 1 985) ;  J .  Goldstein,  A.  
Freud and A. Solnit, Before the Best Interests of the Child (London: Burnett Books, 1 980) and P Alston, 
S .  Parker and J. Seymour, eds . ,  Children, Rights and the Law (Oxford: Clarendon , 1 992) 
2 1  Max Weber, Basic Concepts in  Sociology (Secaucus, New Jersey: Ci tadel Press, 1 972), p. 1 1 7 . 
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principal methods; through kidnapping; by relying on official agents such as 
members of Queensland's police force and Christian missionaries to obtain 
children and finally, by compelling the children of indigenous workers they had 
'let in' to begin employment. 
This chapter uses all available case studies regarding Aboriginal children 
working for Europeans in the Moreton Bay District between 1 842 and 1 896 in 
order to draw conclusions about the ways that they came into European 
employment. While a very high proportion of primary material never 
mentioned how employed Aboriginal children came into the European 
economic system, the sample found was large enough for a significant 
observation to be made. For the duration of this timeframe, almost all 
Aboriginal children began employment at the behest of their European 
employers, not because of any desire of their own to begin employment. 
Primary evidence suggests that between 1 842 and 1 896, kidnapping was the 
most common method of recruiting Aboriginal child workers . European 
employers also demanded that the children of their indigenous employees begin 
working for them and used official agents such as police officers and 
Aboriginal missionaries to obtain their indigenous child workers . The 
techniques Europeans used to recruit indigenous child workers throughout the 
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22 This graph was compiled from newspapers, archival sources and published sources. A full listing 
of each source would require several hundred detailed footnotes. A brief listing of the sources follows. Full 
citations are provided in the text after each mention of an individual case. The newspapers used were: the 
Cooktown Courier, 1874; Mackay Mercury, 1861; Moreton Bay Courier, 1851-1860; Port Denison Times 
(Bowen), 1869; Queensland Figaro, 1884; Queensland Punch, 1884, Queenslander, 1869-1896 and 
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(particularly for the annual reports of the Northern and Chief Protector of Aboriginals) and Queensland 
Votes and Proceedings, 1877-1896; W. H. Corfield, Reminiscences of Queensland 1862-1899 (Brisbane: 
A.H. Frater, 1921); Mary Durack, Kings in Grass Castles (London: Constable and Company, 1959); 
Constance Petrie, Tom Petrie 's Reminiscence of Early Queensland (Brisbane: Watson Ferguson, 1904) and 
James B. Stevenson, Seven Years in the Australian Bush (Liverpool: W. M. Potter, 1880). The secondary 
published sources used were: Dawn May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from 
White Settlement to the Present (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 199 4) and Henry Reynolds, 
With the White People: the crucial role of Aborigines in the developmenl and exploration of Australia 
(Ringwood, Australia: Penguin Books, 1990). 
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colonial era reveal the extreme powerlessness of these child workers and how 
European employers took advantage of this inherent powerlessness. 
For the duration of the period between 1842 and 1896, onJ.y two cases were 
found where the evidence suggested that Aboriginal children voluntarily 
entered into employment with Europeans in preference to remaining with their 
family groups. A closer study of these particular cases, however, reveals that the 
-
entry of these children into the European economy may not have been as free 
as it might initially appear. Interestingly, in both of the cases the children in
question were young boys. The first case occurred in 1855 on Gracemere station 
at Coonambula. In 1880, the Queenslander newspaper reported how Mickie, an 
Aboriginal boy who had been about fifteen years of age in 1855, had voluntarily 
attached himself to the settler, James Archer, who had founded the station. 25 A 
closer study of this particular case reveals that lVIickie was a member of a larger 
Aboriginal group who had been treated badly by other Europeans prior to the 
arrival of Archer. When Archer arrived at Gracemere, lVIickie and his Aboriginal 
group advanced "waving boughs of peace", determined to negotiate a peaceful 
accord with the new European arrival. 26 In this context, it appears that the 
overtures l\IIickie made to begin employment for Archer were motivated more 
25 
26 
Queenslander, 2 October 1880, p.4. 
Ibid. 
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by a desire to remain safe from harm, rather than a drive to acquire material 
possessions . The second case occurred at Burketown in 1 865 .  In that year, the 
Mackay Mercury carried an article about an Aboriginal child they called a "smart 
little fellow" who chose to remain employed at a European station rather than 
leave with his parents .27 By 1 865, Aborigines residing in the Burketown district 
had been thoroughly dispossessed, were suffering from introduced diseases and 
the loss of traditional food sources . The desire of the child to remain on the 
station probably reflected his wish to secure a steady supply of food, instead of  
his aspiration to enter European society. The only two recorded cases o f  
Aboriginal children 'volunteering' to work for  Europeans away from their 
families demonstrate that such cases were significantly more complicated than a 
truly unconstrained entry into the European workforce would have been. 
During the period from 1 842 to 1 896, prior to the passage of the Aboriginals 
Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897, Europeans most 
commonly obtained their Aboriginal child workers through kidnapping.28 This 
practice was violent, caused enormous dislocation for indigenous 
Queenslanders and wrought severe devastation on Aboriginal family groups .  
27 Mackay Mercury, 7 September 1 867, p .3 .  
2 8  Kidnapping was not  only conducted by Europeans. In 1 869 the Queenslander newspaper 
described how several South-Sea Islanders working on the Strathbogie station near Bowen had raided an 
Aboriginal camp and "had made a capture of' a number of Aboriginal children "of all ages and sexes from 
1 8  inches upwards ."  The owner of the station, however, intervened and restored the children to thei r 
mothers. See Queenslander, l 3 February 1 869, p . 8 .  
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Two pertinent conclusions can be made regarding the kidnapping of  Aboriginal 
children in Queensland during this early period. First, it appears that more 
Aboriginal children were kidnapped in the northern and western regions of the 
state, rather than in the south-eastern sections of Queensland. Secondly, it 
appears that more children were kidnapped from the 1 870s onwards than 
during the early period. The second conclusion follows from the first. If 
kidnapping was common in the northern part of the state, then the fact that 
more kidnappings occurred after the 1 870s, when the northern districts of 
Queensland were being settled, appears logical. 
Primary accounts confirm that Aboriginal children were frequently kidnapped 
in colonial Queensland. In 1 87 4, several regional government officials wrote to 
Queensland's Colonial Secretary, advising him that "the running down and 
forcible detention" of [Aboriginal children] was becoming a "matter of 
frequent occurrence and a recognised custom" in the area between Cloncurry 
and Normanton.29 Queensland's colonial press also acknowledged that 
Aboriginal children were regularly abducted. In 1 884, the Queensland Figaro 
newspaper observed that "there is nothing extraordinary in [kidnapping] . It has 
occurred hundreds of times in Queensland - is occurring, and well, may occur 
29 Pol ice Magistrate Report (with inclusions), Cloncurry, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 28 
October 1 874, in-letter no. 2424 of 1 874, COL/A200, Queenslan d State Archives. 
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again."30 Aboriginal people also informed Europeans during the colonial era 
that Europeans were stealing their children. In 1 882, the Reverend J .  E.  
Tenison-Woods was able to communicate with a North Queensland Aboriginal 
woman through an interpreter. The woman informed Tenison-Woods that her 
husband had been shot by a Native Police officer and that indigenous "children 
were often stolen and so were the [women] ."31 Not only was kidnapping 
widespread, but the act itself cut across  class boundaries, with both squatters 
and working men stealing Aboriginal children for labour purposes .32 The direct 
correlation between the frequent kidnapping of Aboriginal children and the 
exploitation of their labour was referred to by the Normanton settler, Isaac 
Watson, in a letter he wrote to the Queenslander in 1 880. Watson informed the 
newspaper that settlers in Queenland's Gulf  of Carpentaria region were "always 
stealing Aboriginal children for the purposes of making them travel to some 
stations, or else the township of Normanton, where they are made to work and 
slave against their will."33 P.vans and Loos provide substantial evidence that 
Aboriginal children were frequently kidnapped in colonial Queensland.34 
30 
3 1  
3 2  
3 3  
Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 2 9  November 1 884, p.674. 
Queenslander, 25 February 1 882, p.237. 
Queensland Figaro, 13 December 1 884, p .744. 
Queenslander, 24 July 1 880, p . 1 1 3 .  
34 For example, see Raymond Evans,  Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin, Exclusion, Exploitation 
and Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial Queensland (Brookvale, New South Wales : Austral ia and 
New Zealand Book Company, 1 975), p.59,  1 05 ,  1 1 1 , 382;  Noel Loos, Invasion and Resistance: 
Aboriginal-European Relations on the North Queensland Frontier, 1861 -1897 (Canberra: Australian
National University Press, 1 982), p.43-44, 79-80, 1 75 ,  258 ;  Ross Fitzgerald ,  A History of Queensland: 
From the dreaming to 1915 (St. Lucia, Queensland :  University of Queensland Press, 1 982), p .2 1 5 ; Henry
Reynolds, Dispossession: Black A ustralians and White Invaders (St. Leonards, New South Wales: Al len 
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Patterson argues that the inherently violent nature of kidnapping meant that 
those who are abducted are enslaved. 35 Aboriginal children abducted in 
colonial Queensland were similarly enslaved by the actions of European 
settlers . Colonial observers also argued this point. Lucy Gray, whose husband 
'purchased' an Aboriginal child, thought her husband seemed to be "making a 
slave" of the child. 36 Other settlers condemned the very act of kidnapping or 
'purchasing' a child. In 1 881  one settler wrote to the Queenslander, contending 
that settlers often bought and sold Aboriginal children and "pray what does a 
bought article in the shape of a human being mean?"37 
It is important to be aware that the violent nature of kidnapping meant that 
Aboriginal children were being enslaved. The brutality of kidnapping on the 
Queensland frontier cannot be overstated. In 1 883 the explorer Christie 
Palmerston described how he obtained his Aboriginal child worker: 
On my road back I saw a little boy running away: I soon overtook him, and
laying the barrel of my rifle against his neck, shoved him over. He seemed
struck with terror and amazement, biting me, spitting and shouting, and by 
the harshness of his voice, I should fancy he was showering me with a 
& Unwin, 1 989), p. 1 42- 1 43 and With the white people: The crucial role of Aborigines in the exploration 
and development of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria:  Penguin Books, 1 990), p. 1 69- 1 76 ;  Rosalind Kidd, 
The Way We Civilise (St .  Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 997), p.30 and Anna 
Haebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1 800-200  (Fremantle, Western Austral i a:
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000), p.297-3 1 0  particularly.
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volley of oaths . In my present garb I should have been an object of terror 
to a child of my own race, only a shirt and a cartridge belt on, my legs 
splattered with blood. 38 
Other Aboriginal children also experienced extreme terror at the hands of 
European abductors . The earliest recollection of an Aboriginal girl, Topsy, was 
of playing by the banks of the Mitchell River with some other children in the 
1 880s . Her play was brutally interrupted when a party of white horsemen, 
armed with rifles, abducted her and gave her to another settler to be used as a 
domestic servant.39 Similarly, another Aboriginal child, May, saw her family 
shot down and murdered and was then abducted by the killer and 'given' to his 
wife.40 Other accounts of frontier kidnapping in colonial Queensland were 
equally violent. They provide a clear indication of the powerlessness and 
vulnerability of Aboriginal children against the violence of European settlers 
J 
who wished to ste�l them for l_abour purposes . 
Kidnapping was not only perpetrated by Europeans working on the mainland. 
Europeans employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries were also 
particularly reliant on kidnapping to keep up their supply of Aboriginal child 
employees .41 The pearling and beche de-mer industries in Queensland 
38 Queenslander, 6 October 1 883,  p.557.  
Ernest Gribble Papers, Australian Board of Missions Further Records, ML MSS 4503 , Add-On 
1 822 1 6  (a), Mitchell Library, New South Wales. 
40 Ibid. 
4 1  See for example Queensland Figaro, 1 0  November 1 883 ,  p.839. 
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flourished during the 1 870s, peaked between 1 881  and 1 883, and declined 
during the 1 890s . 42 There are large numbers of cases that detail the kidnapping 
of Aboriginal workers during this thirty-year period. In 1 879, police officials at 
Cooktown described the case of a fifteen-year-old girl, Tooloo, who had been 
forcibly taken aboard a schooner, Flirt, five years previously. 43 After her five 
years aboard the ship, she was not returned to her initial place of  residence, but 
was placed in domestic service with Europeans.44 Kidnappings were not 
limited to indigenous children, but also included Aboriginal men and women. 45 
In 1 882, one particular pearling and beche-de-mer cutter, the Reindeer, was 
found to have eighteen kidnapped Aboriginal people, aged between nine and 
forty years of age, on board.46 The mate of  the Reindeer, Steve Barry, 
subsequently took one of these kidnapped Aboriginal workers , a ten-year-old 
girl, to Cooktown, where he sexually assaulted her.47 
It was well documented in the colonial era that the indigenous victims of  
kidnapping were seldom returned to their initial place of residence after the 
42 Loos, Invasion and Resistance, p . 1 38 .  
43 Police Sergeant B lakesley to Robert Grey, 24 September 1 879, in-letter no. 3427 of 1 879,  
COUA250, Queensland State Archives. 
4 4  Ibid. 
45 "Saville Kent ' s  Report", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 890, Vol . 3, p .73 1 .  See also 
Queenslander, 2 1  September 1 878,  p. 773 ;  Queenslander, 2 August  1 884, p. I 76 and Queenslander, J J 
Apri l 1 885 , p.567 .  
46 B .  Fahey, Sub-Collector of Customs, Cooktown, to Collector of Customs, Brisbane, 2 M arch 
1 882, in- letter no. 1 3 85 of 1 882, COL/A363, Queensland State Archives . 
47 H. St. George, Cooktown, to Under Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 1 March 1 882, in-letter no. J 3 85
of 1 882, COU A363, Queensland State Archives . 
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exploitation of their labour by Europeans .48 In one particularly tragic case 
which occurred in 1 880, the Europeans on board the schooner Agnes 
kidnapped three Aboriginal children and several adults from the Liverpool 
Creek area near Cooktown to force them to labour in the beche-de-mer trade. 49 
While the adult Aborigines were able to jump off the schooner, they were not 
able to prepare their children to leave quickly enough. Consequently, the 
schooner departed with the three stolen Aboriginal children still on board. The 
case came to public attention after a Cooktown resident wrote to the Colonial 
Secretary, who then ordered the coxswain of the schooner, John White, to 
return the children to their initial residence. White, however, could not be 
certain of the location of the initial residence. Subsequently, the three 
Aboriginal children were 'given' to three European settlers at Cairns . so One 
can only assume that they were never .reunited with their families .  
Government officials at  all levels were aware that Europeans involved in the 
marine industries were regularly abducting indigenous employees . In 1 877 the 
Police Magistrate and Land Commissioner for Cardwell, Brinsley Sheridan, had 
informed the Legislative Assembly that vessels engaged in the pearling and 
48 "Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899'', Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 
1 900, Vol . 5,  p .58 1 .  
49 Police Magistrate, Cairns, to the Under Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 24 December 1 880, in-letter 
no. 682 1 of 1 880, COL/A304, Queens land State Archives 
50 Ibid. 
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beche-de-mer trades were "kidnapping the natives along the coast and adjacent 
islands" and were forcing them to act as divers . 51 Sheridan informed the 
Legislative Assembly that Europeans employed in the marine industries 
referred to the practice as "shanghai-ing. "52 The Premier of Queensland 
himself, Sir Samuel Griffith, told the Legislative Assembly in 1 884 that "the 
kidnapping of our own natives" by Europeans involved in the pearling and 
beche-de-mer fisheries had "been going on for a considerable time."53 This 
official awareness did little to stop the frequent kidnapping of indigenous 
workers in the marine industries . 
European settlers often did not have to kidnap indigenous child workers 
themselves in colonial Queensland. It was always possible to purchase an 
indigenous child from other people but this was no less  coercive. In the 1 860s, 
a Rockhampton settler, William Hann, obtained his Aboriginal child employee 
by giving another settler four shillings for him. 54 Similarly in 1 88 1 ,  Duncan
McNab, a Catholic Priest, informed the Earl of Kimberley that a Queensland 
settler he knew had obtained an abducted Aboriginal child for £2 1 Os 0. 55 Hard 
currency was not always necessary to purchase an Aboriginal child. Sometimes 
5 1  "Reserves fo r  Aboriginals, Cardwell District", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 877 ,  Vol .  2, 
p. 1 245 .  5 2  Ibid. 
53 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 63, 1 884, p . 1 83 .  
James B .  Stevenson , Seven Years in the Australian Bush (Liverpool: Potter, 1 880), p .47 . 54 
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no money changed hands at all. The Durack family "bought" an eight-year-old 
Aboriginal boy named Boxer from another settler for a tin of j am and a mare. 56 
In one 1 896 case, an Aboriginal girl, Maggie, was stolen from an Aboriginal 
fringe camp at the age of two. 57 When she had become a "well-trained little 
maid of ten, neat and quick and of a willing disposition and wise in the 
handling of babies", she was given to another settler as "a most acceptable 
wedding present."58 Primary accounts detail the inability of Aboriginal children 
to contest being passed from one settler to another in such transactions.  J .  H. 
Binnie, a Queensland settler, described in his memoirs the way that a teamster's 
wife obtained a frightened Aboriginal girl of about twelve years of age from a 
passing bullock team. 59 The girl could not speak English and would not obtain 
water from a lagoon because she feared antagonising the local indigenous 
population. The teamster responded to her justifiable caution by flogging her 
with a horse-whip. The distressed child was subsequently sent to Brisbane with 
another passing bullock team. 60 
55 D. McNab to the Earl of Kimberley, 22 April 1 88 1 ,  in-letter no. 2895 of 1 8 8 1 ,  COL/A3 1 6, 
Queensland State Archives . 
56 Mary Durack, Kings in Grass Castles (London:  Constance & Company, 1 959), p.29 1 .
57 Queenslander, 2 May 1 9 1 4, p . 8  
5 8  Ibid. 
59 J. H. Binnie, My Life on a Tropic Goldfield (Brisbane: A Bread and Cheese Club Publ ication, 
1 944) ,  p .8- 1 1 .  
60 Ibid. , p. 1 1 . 
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There are some isolated instances of European settlers 'buying' Aboriginal 
children from members of dispossessed indigenous groups .  This happened 
only rarely and was possibly motivated by the desire of the Aboriginal groups 
to provide their children with a constant supply of food after the traditional 
society of these groups had been destroyed. The English writer, James B .  
Stevenson, described one case of an Aboriginal child being 'purchased' from 
his mother in 1 880. The eleven-year-old Aboriginal assistant had been 'sold' by 
his mother, for four shillings .61 In 1 899, Roth reported cases of Aboriginal 
elders 'selling' young Aboriginal boys to pearling and beche-de-mer merchants . 
The elders usually demanded flour and tobacco for the young boys .62 The well-
known north Queensland settler, Charles Gray, 'purchased' a small Aboriginal 
boy from an elderly Aboriginal woman for a couple of handkerchiefs.63 By the 
late nineteenth century, when these cases occurred, Queensland Aboriginal 
groups had experienced an enormous disruption to their society and traditional 
food sources were often no longer tenable. These factors were probably 
responsible for this trade. It is doubtful whether these Aboriginal groups were 
aware of either the reasons that Europeans wanted their children or the 
permanency of such a 'trade. '  Reynolds has suggested that the European 
6 1  James B .  Stevenson, Seven Years In the Australian Bush (Liverpool : W. M.  Potter, 1 880), p.47 . 
Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Home Department, 4 October 1 899, in-letter no. 1 4  of 1 89 1 ,  
COU l 42,  Queensland State Archi ves. 
62 
63 Lucy Gray, "Life on the Flinders Ri ver ( 1 866- 1 870)", Queensland Heritage, Vol . I ,  No. 2 (May
1 965), p .2 1 .  
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insinuation that Aboriginal groups were selling their children probably grew 
from the desire of  Europeans to appease their consciences .64 In any case, the 
sale of a child into a working arrangement does not represent a free exchange 
of labour. 
Government officials also obtained Aboriginal children for settlers . It was 
widely recognised that the Native Police often stole Aboriginal children and 
gave them to Europeans for employment purposes .65 In 1 874 the Cooktown 
Courier described how the Native Police had captured a "young black", who 
they were bringing into town.66 Native Police officers themselves 
acknowledged their part in such proceedings . In 1 877, one former Native 
Police officer wrote to the Queenslander, admitting that he had "run in67 a 
youngster now and then" for local settlers .68 Settlers also confirmed the role 
the Native Police played in obtaining indigenous child employees for 
Europeans. James Cassady, a settler from the Lower Herbert district, discussed 
64 Reynolds, With the white people, p. 1 70. 
6 5  Accounts are numerous .  See for example, Queenslander, 8 December 1 877, p . 1 6; Queens lander, 
7 August 1 880, p. 1 78 ;  Queenslander, 23 October 1 880, p.530 and Ernest Gribble, Forty Years with the 
Aborigines (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1 930), p . 1 25 .
66 Cooktown Courier, 6 June 1 874, p.3 . 
67 Alfred Davidson, an agitator for indigenous policy reform in colonial Queensland, explained the 
meaning of the term ·'running in" in a letter to the Aborigines Protection Society in England . Davidson 
wrote that '"run in · is a colonial term for dri ving in  horse and cattle from the bush and the work is done by 
mounted men." In 1 875 Davidson described how he knew of a young Aboriginal girl who had recently 
been ·run in '  from northern Queensland . A.  W.  Davidson, Brisbane, 5 November 1 875,  to Mr. Chessen, 
Aborigines Protection Society, London, in-letter no. C l 32/ 1 02 of 1 875,  AJCP M246-2437, Mitchell 
Library, New South Wales . 
68 Queenslander, 27 January 1 877, p. 1 3 .  
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the role of the Native Police in providing settlers with Aboriginal children in an 
1 880 letter to the Queenslander. Cassady wrote that he "knew of  a good many 
people in this locality that are indebted to Sub-Inspector Annit" for his 
provision of their Aboriginal child workers .69 An 1 880 article in the Bulletin 
newspaper confirmed that the practice by Native Police officers of stealing 
indigenous children was extremely prevalent: 
In several far northern districts it is by no means uncommon for residents 
to ask the native troopers to procure young blacks for them; and the writer 
has frequently seen a long string of native police filing into a township -
some of them carrying in front of their saddles black children from two to 
ten years of age.70 
When considering the role of Native Police officers in recruiting Aboriginal 
child labour, it is crucial to remember Patterson's assertion that the fear of 
death i s  a central component in the recruitment of slaves . 71 Evans has already 
concluded that violence and the fear of death were implicit in the recruitment 
of adult Aboriginal workers in colonial Queensland.72 Queensland's Native 
Police Force was well-known for its extreme violence, even during the early 
colonial period.73 The Force was able to conduct brutal carnage with impunity 
because the evidence of Aboriginal victims and the Aboriginal troopers was not 
6 9  
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admissible in the state's legal system. In 1 876, the Brisbane Courier newspaper 
informed its readers that it was "notorious" that some officers in the Native 
Police Force were "influenced in the execution of their duty by unnatural 
ferocity."74 Children recruited by the Native Police would most likely have 
witnessed the extermination of family members . Native Police officers might 
have quite seriously injured the children themselves . The situation of children 
recruited in such circumstances closely equates with slavery. 
Colonial observers strongly argued that Aboriginal children kidnapped by the 
Native Police were being enslaved. In 1 890 the English journalist, Arthur James 
Vogan, described Aboriginal children who had been recruited by the Native 
Police as "child slaves ."75 Vogan gave an account of a Queensland settler who 
had obtained an Aboriginal girl, aged about six years, after her leg had been 
broken by a bullet during a Native Police raid on a Cairns Aboriginal group. 
Vogan was told by the settler that the child would "have got away then", only a 
dog found the girl hiding in a hollow log. The Native Police officer "kept the 
dogs off her and saved her, because she looked like such a strong, healthy little 
animal."76 The situation described by Vogan is similar to the experience of  an 
Aboriginal boy, aged about six, who was "given" by a Native Police sergeant  to 
74 Brisbane Courier, 6 April 1 876, p. 
75 Arthur J ames Vogan, The Black Police: A Story of Modern Australia (London : Hutchinson and 
Co. ,  1 890), p.227 . 
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the settler W H. Corfield. Corfield described how Native Police troopers "saw 
the shiny, black skin of an aboriginal hiding in the bush some distance away." 
The troopers fired at the bush and "a little fellow" came running towards 
them.77 
Kidnapped Aboriginal children could not expect any sort of stability after their 
initial brutal abduction. It was commonplace for kidnapped Aboriginal children 
to be passed from one European employer to another and from one location to 
another in colonial Queensland. The Normanton Protector of Aboriginals 
described how settlers residing away from populated areas were often asked to 
obtain Aboriginal children for settlers living in town.78 The early life of an 
Aboriginal boy, George, provides a clear illustration of the way in which 
Aboriginal children were handed over from one employer to another in 
colonial Queensland. George was abducted from Cooktown as a young a child 
by a European: He was then given to a Townsville resident, passed to a 
Mackay resident and was finally taken to Brisbane, where he was abandoned.79 
Some European employers were not so eager to give Aboriginal children that 
they had kidnapped to other settlers . In one 1 883 case, which took place at 
76 Ibid. , p.44. 
W. H .  Corfield, Reminiscences of Queensland 1 862-1899 (Brisbane: A. H .  Frater, 1 92 1 ), p.47.77 
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland Votes and
Proceedings, 1 903 , Vol .  2, p.46 1 . 
79 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902' ' , p.452.  
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Roma, Europeans broke into a pub and stole an employed Aboriginal child 
when his initial kidnappers did not wish to part with him.80 
Once Europeans had kidnapped Aboriginal children, they felt no obligation to 
keep these children near their families and traditional territories . Abducted 
Aboriginal children were treated as moveable property and were often moved 
significant distances by their employers and discarded afterwards. In 1 893 an 
Aboriginal child, Albert, was stolen from Cairns by his employer and was 
subsequently taken to Sandgate in outer Brisbane.8 1 When his employer moved 
to New South Wales some months later, Albert was left abandoned at Sandgate 
with no means of returning to Cairns .82 In a particularly tragic case that began 
in 1 892, another Aboriginal boy, Dick Melbourne, was stolen from Cairns and 
was taken to :Melbourne by a circus . 83 He was then abandoned in Melbourne, 
where he remained for the next seven years until some charitable people 
funded his return to Cairns .  He died at Y arrabah Aboriginal mission, however, 
very soon after his return.84 There are also several cases of Aboriginal children 
being moved to the United Kingdom. In 1 845, Tetaree, an Aboriginal boy 
80 
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from Stradbroke Island, was stolen and was subsequently taken to Scotland.85 
He stayed there for seven years, performing work with horses in a circus .  His 
case was somewhat unusual, however, because he was eventually returned to 
his Stradbroke Island home, where he was reunited with his family. 86 In an 
1 887 case, an Aboriginal boy, Snowball, was removed from his Herberton 
home to England by his employer.87 
It is impossible to capture the vulnerability and helplessness of those 
Aboriginal children who saw their family and family groups murdered by 
Europeans and who were then forced to work for these people. Recent s tudies 
of the removal of Aboriginal children in Australia's past do, however, 
demonstrate some of the devastating effects that such practices had on 
indigenous children and their families. Carla Hankins, in her study of the 
removal of Aboriginal children in New South Wales between 1 883 and 1 969, 
has described how stolen children suffered extreme trauma, learning to fear and 
distrust white people, while being forced to remain amongst those who they 
distrusted the most. 88 
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8 6  
Moreton Bay Courier, 31 July 1 852, p.2.  
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l'vfore recently, both the Bringing Them Home report by the Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission into the separation of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children from their families and a text Broken Circles by the 
historian Anna Haebich, further investigates the effects o f  the removal of 
Aboriginal children on Aboriginal families and the children themselves . 89 The 
Bringing Them Home report focuses on the removal of indigenous children as a 
result of government policies, rather than their theft by individual Europeans. 
Despite this different focus,  the report does demonstrate the very damaging 
impact that the removal of indigenous children had on these children and their 
families . The Bn.nging Them Home report found that Aboriginal children who 
were forcibly removed from their parents suffered enormously, with 
consequences including damaged physical, social and psychological 
development.90 Haebich's study concurs with these findings .91 The impact of 
the removal of  indigenous children was just as devastating for Aboriginal 
parents . The Bringing Them Home report included submissions from Link-Up, 
an organisation dedicated to reuniting Aboriginal families who had been 
forcibly separated. Link-Up advised the Inquiry that the loss of their children 
88 Carla Hanki ns, 'The Missing Links ' :  Cultural Genocide through the Abduction of Female 
Aboriginal Children from their Families and their Training for Domestic Service, 1 883- 1 969, BA Hons 
thesis ,  University of New South Wales , 1 982, p.2 1 .  
89 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home: Report of the National 
Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children From Their Families 
(Sydney: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1 997) and Anna Haebich, Broken Circles: 
Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1800-2000 (Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press ,  2000). 
90 Ibid. 
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had caused Aboriginal women to feel "immense pain, grief and anguish" as the 
women "were made to feel failures; unworthy of loving and caring for their 
own children; they were denied participation in the future of  their 
community."92 Haebich explained that the removal of Aboriginal children 
"attacked the very heart of Aboriginal family life."93 
It is important to note that Aboriginal family groups did not jus t  passively 
observe the theft of their children but actively engaged in strategies to prevent 
the removal of them or to recapture them from Europeans .  Before Europeans 
had even settled the northern districts of  Queensland, the common theft of  
Aboriginal children in the Moreton Bay District had caused conflicts between 
Aborigines and Europeans .  As early as 1 86 1 ,  the Sydnry Morning Herald 
newspaper argued that the theft of Aboriginal children in Queensland was 
responsible for a considerable proportion of frontier violence. 94 The 
newspaper attributed the murder of the explorer William Wills by Aborigines to 
the actions of preceding Europeans who had kidnapped Aboriginal children 
and taken them to Sydney. 95 
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As the 1 860s drew to a close, it was becoming increasingly well known that 
many clashes between Aborigines and Europeans were occurring as a result of 
kidnapping. In 1 869, a European settler, Mr. Chatsfield, wrote from his Natal 
Downs station to the Colonial Secretary, reporting that the repeated theft of 
Aboriginal women and children in the area was making formerly peaceful 
Aborigines hostile.96 In that same year, the Port Denison Times newspaper 
informed its readers that the theft of Aboriginal women and children in the 
Bowen district was angering local Aborigines and would aggravate Aboriginal 
attacks on European settlers . 97 In 1 872, Queensland's Acting Conunissioner 
of Police informed the Colonial Secretary that several murders of Europeans by 
Aborigines in the northern districts of the state had been "acts of revenge on 
account of settlers carrying off gins and small boys to be made servants . "98 
Also in 1 872, the Police Magistrate at Townsville wrote to the Colonial 
Secretary, describing how local Aborigines had successfully recaptured a stolen 
child from Europeans during a raid.99 In 1 874, the Queens/ander newspaper 
informed its readers that European abductions of Aborigines from Palm Island 
had caused Aboriginal groups to take vengeance on other Europeans. 100 In 
96 Mr. W. Chatsfield, Natal Downs ,  to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 1 4  J anuary 1 869, in-letter 
no. 1 483 of 1 869, COL/1 2 1 ,  Queensland State Archi ves . 
97 Port Denison Times, 3 April 1 869, p.2.  
98  "Report from the Acting Commissioner of Pol ice for the Year 1 87 1  " ,  Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 872,  Vol. l ,  Part 2, p . 1 494.
99 Police Magistrate, Townsville, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, in-letter no . 1 5 1 4 of 1 872,  
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1 884, the Queensland Figaro reported that Aborigines in the Cook District had 
recently attacked a station in order to recapture a s tolen Aboriginal boy. 1 01 In 
1 894, a retired Justice of the Peace from northern Queensland wrote to the 
Queenslander newspaper, arguing that it was the "kidnapping - enslaving, 
stealing, or call it what you like" of Aboriginal children and women which was 
occurring "every day both in the interior and on the coast" which was 
responsible for almost all Aboriginal attacks on Europeans in the region. 102 In 
1 896, Archibald Iv1eston, who was viewed by most members of Queensland's 
parliament as an authority on the condition of Queensland's Aborigines, 103 also 
argued that a significant proportion of conflict between Aborigines and 
Europeans was attributable to the common and unchecked kidnapping of 
Aboriginal children. 1 04 l\fes ton, who would later be appointed the Southern 
Protector of Aboriginals, believed that kidnapping had "been the cause of 
many murders and many crimes little better than murder."105 Aborigines 
fought hard to protect their children; however, evidence suggests that many 
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Aboriginal families were ultimately unable to prevent the kidnapping of their 
children. 1 06 
Despite the obvious distress  that the theft of their children caused Aboriginal 
groups, settlers often refused to believe that Aboriginal parents could have the 
same feelings towards their children as did European parents . In 1 878, the 
Queens/ander newspaper published an account of the kidnapping of a young 
Aboriginal boy from the frontier. The kidnapper described how the child's 
mother placed her hands protectively in front of the child. The writer admitted 
that her actions had made him feel that, "in her way", the mother of the child 
"had some small amount of the same feeling that a women of our sort would 
have had under the same circumstances."1 07 The writer ultimately concluded 
that he was being sentimental and foolish in considering that Aboriginal 
mothers had a bond with their children. Similarly, in 1 883, the Queensland Figaro 
newspaper carried a story about the abduction of an Aboriginal infant from 
Sandgate on the outskirts of Brisbane. The newspaper editor, who had 
witnessed the aftermath of the abduction, described the severely dis tressed 
reaction of  the Aboriginal mother and the way that her child's abductor ignored 
her reaction. This case was somewhat unusual, however, because the 
1 06 This  point  was made by Ruby de Satge, who was abducted as a child in Queensland ' s  Gulf of 
Carpentaria region. She is quoted in Haebich, Broken Circles, p.298 . 
1 07 Queenslander, 2 1  September 1 878,  p.778 .  
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intervention of the newspaper editor resulted in the restoration of the child to 
its mother. 1 08
Kidnapping was the most  common method Europeans used to obtain their 
indigenous child workers in the colonial period and it was certainly a type of 
enslavement. Other methods Europeans used between 1 842 and 1 896 to 
obtain Aboriginal child workers, however, were engagements as unfree as 
kidnapping. European settlers also obtained their indigenous child workers 
through two other main procedures . First, they compelled the children of their 
adult Aboriginal workers to begin employment and secondly, they used official 
agents to procure their indigenous child workers for them. Those Europeans 
who 'obliged' the children of their adult indigenous employees to start working 
for them benefited from the destruction of traditional Aboriginal society which 
forced Aborigines to depend on European employers for food. 109 The desire 
of Aboriginal families to maintain their traditional associations with particular 
areas of land and to keep their children with them also meant that European 
employers exerted a s trong domination over indigenous workers . Furthermore, 
1 08 Queensland Figaro, 1 3  January 1 883,  p .23 .  
1 09 Historiography dealing with the destruction of tradi tional Aboriginal society is extensive. See 
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due to the age of young Aboriginal child workers , European employers were 
able to firmly control employment negotiations. The other method used by 
Europeans to obtain Aboriginal child workers, the reliance on official agents to 
procure such workers, also could not be described as a free exchange of labour. 
When obtained by an authority figure, Aboriginal children had little choice but 
to begin working for Europeans. Both of these methods could not be 
characterised as a free exchange of labour and fit into a slavery mode of labour 
exchange. 
Europeans in colonial Queensland were quick to incorporate the children of  
their indigenous employees into their workforce. May, in her study of 
Aboriginal labour in the North Queensland pastoral industry, has argued that 
the 'letting in' policy represented the most significant means of obtaining 
Aboriginal labour in the colonial period. 1 1 0  'Letting in' occurred when settlers 
encouraged local Aborigines to reside on their properties, giving them access  to 
their traditional territory and food, in exchange for their labour. The 
intrinsically unfree nature of the 'letting in' policy is evident in a illustration of 
the policy provided by the settler Charles Eden. According to Eden, 'letting in' 
occurred when Aborigines were "allowed and encouraged to come and make 
1 1 0 Dawn May, From Bush to Station: Aboriginal Labour in the North Queensland Pastoral Industry, 
1861-1897 (Townsville, Queensland: History Department, James Cook Uni versity, Townsvil le ,  1 983) ,  · 
p.65 .
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themselves useful" in return for "protection so long as they behaved well, and 
"1 1 1  Th f 'l . 
. 
' little presents of blankets, tomahawks, etc. e exact terms o a ettmg m 
f · · 1 P Q arrangement could vary rom station to stat:J.on. - n one property at 
Cloncurry, Aboriginal workers were also given access to medical facilities . 1 1 3  
The process of 'letting in' also included Europeans 'permitting' Aborigines to 
reside in fringe camps on the edge of towns, so that their labour could be 
exploited . 1 1 4 The 'letting in' policy included Aboriginal children, as well as 
Aboriginal adults . 
As mentioned earlier, the engagement of  Aborigines who had been forced onto 
European properties or fringe camps because of the destruction of their 
traditional society could not be described as free. Many colonial observers 
agreed that suffering Aborigines were not in a position where they were able to 
make free working engagements . 1 1 5  The devastating impact of colonialism on 
Queensland's indigenous population during the nineteenth century can not be 
overstated. There are many accounts documenting the immense suffering that 
Queensland's Aboriginal population experienced during this era. The 
1 1 1  Charles Eden, My Wife and I in Queensland: An Eight Years ; Experience in the Above Colony 
with Some Account of Polynesian Labour (London : Longmans,  1 872), p . 2 1 1 .
· 
1 1 2 Sometimes dispossessed Aborigines were placed in very difficult  s i tuations as part of "letting in" 
arrangements . For example, in  1 8 84 Aborigines in the Surat area, who were "fast disappearing", were 
offered work ringbarking Coolibah timber. The Aborigines expressed their willing to perform any other 
type of work but would not "kill the forest." See Queenslander, 1 2  May 1 894, p.907 
1 1 3 Ibid. , p.77. 
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experience of the Aboriginal population at Thornborough provides a clear 
illustration of the unfree nature of the 'letting in' policy. 1 1 6 In 1 882, after a 
period of extreme frontier violence, Aborigines were induced to reside closer to 
town in exchange for food. Once settlers had convinced the Aboriginal 
population that no further violence would be directed against  them if they 
remained near town and performed labour for Europeans, the Aboriginal 
population continued to work for Europeans . 1 1 7 In 1 89 1 ,  one observer stated 
that Aborigines in the Burke District were "the poorest things" he had ever 
seen. He further described these Aborigines as "perfect skeletons", who had 
nothing to eat and nowhere to sleep. 1 1 8  Two years later, Aborigines at Croydon 
were suffering in a similar way. One observed described them as being in a 
"wretched, half-starved condition."1 1 9  There is much evidence to suggest that 
Aborigines in regions all across Queensland were undergoing similar 
experiences . 1 20 Many colonial observers noted that Aborigines were only 
accepting employment with Europeans because they had no other means o f  
1 1 4 For example, Allenstown, outside of Rockhampton, had an Aboriginal fringe camp 500 yards 
away from the central business district. Rockhampton Bulletin, 8 January 1 870, p .3 .  
1 1 5 Queenslander, 23 May 1 885, p. 
1 1 6 Amelioration of the Aboriginals [sic]Committee, Thornborough, to the Colonial Secretary, 
Brisbane, 24 November 1 882, in-letter no. 6552 of 1 882, COL/ A35 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
1 1 7 Ibid. 
1 1 8 I. S .  Swan, Cloncurry, to C. Lilley, Chief Justice, 2 1 December 1 89 1 , in-letter no. 1 2790, 
COU A 7 1 3 , Queensland State Archives 
1 1 9 T. Parkinson, Police Magistrate, Croydon, to the Under Secretary, Brisbane, 25 September 1 893,  
in-letter no.  1 1 428 of 1 893, COL/A749, Queensland State Archives. 
1 20 For example, Queenslander, 5 June I 880, p .720; T. May, Health Officer, Bundaberg, to the
Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 27 July 1 882, i n-letter no. 4 1 57 of 1 882, COU A342, Queensland State 
Archives ; F Urquhart, Cloncurry, to Sub-Inspector Carr, Corella, 5 May 1 887, in-letter no. 4 1 0  M, 
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obtaining food. 1 21 In some cases Aborigines who had not 'come in' to 
European society were even deprived of access to water. 1 22 As early as 1 867, 
the Port Denison Times remarked that Aborigines 'coming in' to European 
society for employment were motivated largely by the destruction of their 
traditional sources of food. 1 23 
Aside from the loss of their traditional food sources, there is also evidence that 
Aborigines accepted employment with Europeans because it protected them 
from frontier violence1 24 or because their employers threatened them with 
violence if they declined employment. 1 25 Indeed, even as late as 1 884 one 
northern settler conceded that Aborigines were willing to work for Europeans 
because it was better than being "prey for the native police ." 1 26 In 1 893, 
Aborigines at Taroom 'came in' to European society because being employed 
by Europeans protected them from frontier \Tiolence. 1 27 Aboriginal families 
POU JI 9, Queensland State Archives ; Queenslander, 20 July 1 895 , p . 1 07 and Queenslander, IO August
1 895 , p.26 1 .  
1 2 1  For example, a significant number o f  Aborigines in the Townsville district "came i n "  t o  the 
European economy in 1 892 because they were unable to obtain food in  their traditional manner or through 
raids on crops. See Queenslander, 5 March 1 892, p.438 .  It appear that a similar situation occurred between 
Warwick and Kil lamey around 1 896. See Archibald Mes ton to the Home Secretary, 5 January 1 897, in­
letter no. 147 of 1 897 , COU 1 40, Queensland State Archives. 
1 22 Saul J .  Smith ,  Clerk, Birds ville, to the Under Secretary, Brisbane, I August 1 8 87, in-letter no.
6543 of 1 8 87, COU A538 ,  Queensland State Archi ves. 
1 23 Port Denison Times, 1 3  April 1 867, p.2 .  
1 24 Queenslander, 8 April 1 893 ,  p.630. 
1 25 l Examp es are abundant. See Queenslander, 1 2  April 1 879, p.45 3 ;  Queenslander, 2 July 1 88 1 ,
p .8 ;  Queenslander, 24 November 1 882, p . 1 ;  Worker (Brisbane), 1 5  April 1 883 ,  p .3 ;  Queenslander, 1 4
May 1 884, p.8 1 9 ; Queensland Figaro, 3 J anuary 1 885 ,  p.23 ; Queenslander, 9 June 1 8 88 ,  p .920 and 
Queenslander, 1 8  June 1 892, p. 1 200. 
1 26 Queenslander, 1 6  February 1 884, p.259. 
1 27 Queenslander, 8 Apri l 1 893 , p.630. 
probably viewed the acceptance of employment with Europeans as a way of 
protecting their families from violence and separation and of maintaining a 
connection with their traditional territory. The engagement of Aborigines 
described in such terms best matches the category of unfree or colonised 
labour. Bill Thorpe has ably argued that the dispossession of Queensland's 
Aboriginal population occurring in the nineteenth century meant that large 
numbers of Aboriginal people may have felt they had no alternative but to 
work for Europeans in order to survive. 1 28 
While the entry of adult Aboriginal workers into the colonial economy was 
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predominantly attributable to the destruction of their traditional way of life and 
the threat of violence, it is still important to recognise the significant degree of 
adaptability and initiative that so many Aboriginal workers displayed. Robert 
Castle and Jim Hagan have argued that, generally, Aborigines across Australia 
resisted the white alienation of  their land and resources and did not wish to 
participate in the European economy. 129 Later, however, when their 
involvement in the white economy became necessary for survival, they very 
successfully adapted to the European economy. 1 30 Right from the start of 
1 2 8  Bill  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society (St. Lucia, Queensland :  
Univers ity of Queensland Press, 1 996), p .3 1 -75.  
1 29 Robert Castle and J im Hagan, "Settlers and State: The creation of an Aboriginal workforce in  
Austral ia", Aboriginal History, Vol . 22 ( 1 998), p.24. 
1 30 Ibid . .  , p.25 .  
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European intrusion into the Moreton Bay region, Aborigines proved that they 
were able to use their traditional skills in the European economy and they 
quickly learnt other non-traditional practices . Thorpe has pointed out that 
traditional Aboriginal skills such as : 
. . . bark s tripping, exploring, hunting and gathering, tracking animals, 
looking for food and water, use of fire, knowledge of territory, physical 
dexterity and strength, the ability to cover distances on foot rapidly, keen 
eyesight, swimming ability [and] the facility to handle tools . . . 1 31 
were invaluable and in much demand in colonial Queensland. In some rare 
cases, where European station owners were perceptive enough to recognise the 
benefits of using skilled Aboriginal labour, they were able to negotiate more 
favourable conditions. This happened on several stations, including the 
Lyndhurst property, near where Yarrabah mission was later founded, 1 32 and on 
at least one station on the .Niaclntyre River in south-west Queensland. 1 33 It is 
important to acknowledge, however, that it was much more common for 
Europeans to coerce Aboriginal labour, rather than to recognise its value and 
negotiate accordingly. Furthermore, even those Aborigines who were able to 
bargain with Europeans were forced to move away from their traditional 
economy as a result of European intrusion in the region. European colonis ts 
needed the land and its resources in order to ensure the success of  their 
1 3 1  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland, p.67. 
Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society, Vol . 1 ,  p. 1 78 .  1 32 
1 33 A. E. Tonge, "The Youngs of ' Umbercol lie ' :  The First White Family in South-West 
Queensland" Includes Margaret Young's  Journal, ML MS 3 82 1 ,  Mitchell Library, New Sou th Wales.  
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colonial society. The success of European colonialism in Queensland was 
dependent on the destruction of traditional Aboriginal society. Therefore, while 
it is possible to recognise Aboriginal initiative and skill, it is impossible to 
discuss the engagement of any Aboriginal labour in Queensland as a free 
contract of employment. 1 34 
There is a considerable body of evidence which suggests that Aboriginal 
children, as well as adults, were employed on European properties as part of 
this unfree 'letting in' policy. 1 35 In . 1 869, Fredrick Bode, the owner of the 
5 trathdon station in north Queensland, 'let in' over one hundred Aboriginal 
men, women and children in exchange for their labour. 1 36 In that same year, 
other settlers in the Mackay district were employing local Aboriginal adults and 
children who were left with no other means of support. 1 37 By the 1 880s, most 
large stations in northern Queensland were reliant on the labour of 
dispossessed local Aboriginal groups. In 1 884, the settler A.S .  Haydon 
informed the Queenslander newspaper that a "large proportion" of Aborigines 
working in the Gulf of Carpentaria region were either born on the stations in 
question or had "come in" to reside on the stations . 1 38 By 1 897, the Queenslander 
1 34 This issue is further explored in Miles ,  Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or necessity ?, 
p. 1 05- 1 1 7 .
1 35 For example, H arold Finch-Hatton, Advance Australia! (London: Allen, 1 885), p . 1 45 .  
1 36 Queenslander, 6 March 1 869, p.6. 
1 37 Queenslander, 20 March 1 869, p .8  and Queenslander, 22 May 1 869, p.7 . 
1 38 Queenslander, 1 2  April 1 884, p .578.  
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newspaper was able to report that both Aboriginal adults and children residing 
in the northern Dain tree region of Queensland were 'coming in' to be 
employed in the European economy. 1 39 
One can surmise that the destruction of traditional food sources in the region 
by this time was a strong motivating factor for these Aboriginal workers . In 
1 885, the squatter, Harold Finch-Hatton, observed that most stations in north 
Queensland relied heavily on Aboriginal labour and that Aboriginal children 
were used as workers as soon as it was possible . 140 Another settler provided a 
more specific example of Aboriginal adults and children 'coming in' to the 
European economy in 1 884. The unnamed settler wrote to the Queenslander 
newspaper, describing how most of  his gardening was done by an Aboriginal 
grandmother and her four-year-old granddaughter, whom he had 'let in. '1 41 It 
was \Videly acknowledged in the 1 890s that stations such as Bluff Downs1 42 and
1 39 
1 40 
1 4 1  
1 42  
Queenslander, 1 5  February 1 879, p.208 . 
Finch-Hatton, Advance A ustralia!,  p. 145 .  
Queenslander, 17  November 1 883 ,  p .803 . 
Jane Black, North Queensland Pioneers (Charters Towers, Queensland : C .W.A, unknown), p .56. 
Figure 3143 
An Aboriginal child known as "Tom Pepper' who was 'let in' to the European 
economy by E. C. Gibson in 1877 
143 P. Smith to the Colonial Secretary, 9October1877, in-letter no. 4832of1877, COL/A246, 
Queensland State Archives. 
161 
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Grosvenor Downs144 in north Queensland were using resident Aboriginal children
to compliment their adult Aboriginal workforce. 
Aside from coercing the children of indigenous employees to perform labour 
for them, European settlers in colonial Queensland also relied on official agents 
to obtain their indigenous child workers for them. The action of Queensland's 
state-sponsored Native Police officers in recruiting Aboriginal child workers 
during brutal frontier raids on Aboriginal groups has previously been explored. 
The role of the Native Police in procuring indigenous children for employment 
purposes was largely unofficial, however. During the period from 1842 to 1896 
there were official agents who were funded by Queensland's government who 
also recruited Aboriginal children for employment with Europeans. In 
particular, Europeans who wished to employ Aboriginal children turned to the 
state-funded Aboriginal missions and reserves and to members of 
Queensland's police force to obtain indigenous child workers. It was the 
official agents, not the indigenous children, who controlled when these child 
workers began employment. The role of official agents in obtaining indigenous 
children for employment purposes demonstrates the extent to which 
Aboriginal child workers had their lives controlled by outside forces.  In this 
respect, Aboriginal children who had been kidnapped, Aboriginal children who 
A. B. McDonald, Grosvenor Downs, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 1 2  March 1 892, in-letter 
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had been 'let in' and Aboriginal children who were recruited by official agents 
had much in corrunon. 
There were a significant number of Aboriginal missions and reserves 145 in 
operation in Queensland prior to the 1 897 passage of the Aboriginals Protection 
and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act. A close examination of  the missions 
reveals that the economic factors which later resulted in Aboriginal missions 
becoming a major provider of Aboriginal child labour were apparent from the 
outset. In 1 837, some years prior to the opening of  free settlement in the 
Moreton Bay District, Lutheran missionaries had established a mission in the 
Zion Hill area, later known as the suburb of Nundah, on the northern outskirts 
of Brisbane. 1 46 This experiment was short-lived. 1 47 Despite this failure, the 
1 870s witnessed a flourishing of missionary activity. The Reverend Edward 
Fuller, a Primitive Methodist preacher, founded an Aboriginal mission on 
Fraser Island in 1 870. 1 48 Several other short-lived reserves with ration depots 
no. 03434 of 1 892, COL/A766, Queensland State Archives. 
1 4 5  I have used the terms missions and reserves collectively throughout this thesis, due to Thomas 
Blake ' s  accurate observation that the terms have often been used interchangeably .  Blake explains that  
technically, a reserve was a site where an Aboriginal mission or settlement could be founded,  whereas a 
mission was administered by a church or charitable organisation. A settlement was administered by the 
government .  See Thomas Blake, A Dumping Ground:  Barambah Aboriginal Settlement 1 900-40, Ph. D .  
thesis,  Univers i ty o f  Queensland,  1 99 1 ,  p. 1 1 . 
1 46 Sydney Morning Herald, 28 April 1 841 , p .2;  See also N. Gunson, "A missionary expedition from 
Zion Hil l  (Nundah) to Toorbul, Moreton Bay District, in 1 842-43: the journal of the Reverend K. W. E .  
Schmidt", Aboriginal History, No.  2 ( 1 978),  p . 1 1 4 - 1 2 1 .  
1 47 Moreton Bay Courier, 27 June 1 846, p .2 .  
1 48 Maryborough Chronicle, I O  December 1 870, p.2; Maryborough Chronicle, 1 9  J anuary 1 87 1 , p .3 ;
Maryborough Chronicle, 2 1 March 1 87 1 ,  p .2 .  and Maryborough Chronicle, 1 3  Apri l 1 87 1 ,  p .2 .  An 
excellent history of both missionary activity and Aboriginal-European interaction on  Fraser Island can e 
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were also established at Bowen, Bribie Island, Durundur and Mackay during 
the 1 870s. 1 49 The Cape Bedford Aboriginal reserve, later renamed Hope Vale 
Aboriginal ivfission, near Cooktown, and the Bloomfield Aboriginal mission, 
near the Bloomfield River, south of  Cooktown, were both founded in 1 886 . 1 50 
In the Bowen-Prosperpine district the 1\farie Yamba mission was established in 
1 888. 1 5 1 During the early 1 890s several more Aboriginal missions were 
founded. The Mapoon :rvlission, governed by the Presbyterian Church, was set 
up in 1 89 1 1 52 and the Deebing Creek Mission, at Ipswich, also governed by the 
Presbyterian Church, was established in 1 892. 1 53 The Anglican mission, 
Yarrabah, initially referred to as the Bellenden Ker Mission , was also founded 
in 1 892. 1 54 The Myora mis sion on Stradbroke Island was also founded in 
1 892. 1 55 During 1 896, the Aboriginal people residing on a second Aboriginal 
found in Raymond Evans and Jan Walker, " 'These S trangers, Where Are They Going?' Aboriginal­
European Relations in  the Fraser Island and Wide Bay Region 1 770- 1 905",  Fraser Island Occasional 
Papers in Anthropology, No. 8 ( 1 977), p.39- 1 05 .  
1 49 See "Report from the Commissioners appointed to Enquire into the Employment and Protection of 
the Aboriginals in the District of Mackay, and Generally to Enquire into what Steps can be Taken to 
Ameliorate the Condition of the Aborigines of Queensland'', Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 874, 
p.439 and G.  Hoskins, Aboriginal Reserves in Queensland 1 87 1 -85 and the movement to ameliorate and
improve the condi tion of the aborigines ,  BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1 967 . 
1 5° Kay Evans, "Marie Yamba, B loomfield and Hope Vale: The Lutheran Missions to the North 
Queensland Aborigines, 1 886- 1 905", Queensland Heritage, Vol. 2, No. 6 (May 1 972), p.26. 
1 5 1  Ibid. 
1 52 Queenslander, 1 4  May 1 892, p .954. 
1 53 A Macfarlane, Police Magistrate, Ipswich, to the Under Secretary, B risbane, 5 September 1 894, 
in-letter no. 1 0207 of 1 894, N694 1 7 , Queensland State Archives . 
1 54 Cairns Argus, 1 7  June 1 892, p.2;  Queenslander, 28 May 1 892, p. 1 046. See also Lyn n  Hume, 
·Them Days : Life on an Aboriginal Reserve 1 892- 1 960' ' ,  Aboriginal History, Vol . 1 5 , Part 1 ( 1 99 1 ) ,  p .4-
24.
I 55 See Fai th Walker, 'A Very Different Mission' :  The Myora Aboriginal Mission on Stradbroke 
Island, 1 892- 1 940, BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, I 996, for an excellent history of this
mission .
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reserve on Bribie Island were removed to the l\!1yora mission. 1 56 In 1 896, the
year prior to the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act of1 897, there were several Aboriginal missions in operation in 
northern and southern Queensland. The southern part of the colony had the 
Deebing Creek mission, near Ipswich; the Myora mission on Stradbroke Island 
and the Fraser Island mission. The northern half of Queensland had the Marie 
Yamba mission, north of Mackay; Y arrabah mission near Cairns; the 
Bloomfield River mission; the Hope Vale mission at Cape Bedford and the 
Mapoon mission, located north of the Batavia River. 1 57 
From their inception, Aboriginal missions in Queensland drew a distinction 
between Aboriginal children and Aboriginal adults . Aboriginal children were 
perceived as being more susceptible to 'civilisation' than Aboriginal adults . 1 58 
In this respect, missionaries were reflecting the dominant 'reformatory 
conviction' of the time, the history of which was explored thoroughly in 
Chapter Two. It is interesting to note that the first missionary to the 
Aborigines in the Moreton Bay District, the Reverend William Watson, 
ultimately lost the trust of Aborigines in the region because of his 
1 56 
1 57 
Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 906, Vol . 2, p .9 1 3 .  
Queenslander, 1 4  May 1 892, p.955. 
1 58 See for example, Moreton Bay Courier, 4 March 1 848,  p.2; Moreton Bay Courier, 29 J ul y  1 848, 
p .3 and Moreton Bay Courier, 1 8  August 1 855,  p .2 .
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preoccupation with separating Aboriginal children from Aboriginal adults . 1 59 
Similarly, the missionary movements of the 1 870s argued that Aborigines could 
not be 'civilised' unless Aboriginal children were "wholly removed from their 
tribes and local associations." 1 60 Even before the passage of the 1 897 
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, Queensland's 
Aboriginal missions were segregating Aboriginal adults from Aboriginal 
children. Furthermore, as part of the belief that Aboriginal children could be 
�retrained' in European conduct, Queensland's early Aboriginal missions 
devoted considerable attention to instructing Aboriginal children to perform 
menial labour. 
The Aboriginal missions in operation in Queensland prior to the passage of  the 
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 were run by a 
variety of religious organisations,  but all were dramatically under-financed. 
Indeed, in 1 896 the state government only funded two missions, Mapoon and 
the Bloomfield River mission, to the amount of £250 each. 1 61 The other six 
missions in operation were reliant on funding from the religious groups to 
which they were affiliated. The desperate financial predicament of  
1 59 Tony S wain and Deborah B ird-Rose, eds . ,  Aboriginal Australians and Christian Missions: 
Ethnographic and Historical Studies (Adelaide: Australi an Association for the Study of Religions, 1 988) ,  
p . 83 . 
1 60 Queenslander, l 5 June 1 878 ,  p .337 .
"Report on the Aboriginals of Queensland by Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, H.  1 6 1  
Tozer", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 896, Vol . 4,  p.723. 
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Queensland's Aboriginal missions meant that, despite the intentions of their 
various founders, these missions were forced to become labour reservoirs , 
reliant on the wages earned by Aborigines in order to survive. Owing to their 
underfunding, even before Queensland's Aboriginal sProtection and Restriction of the 
Sale of Opium Act of1 897 had been passed, the colony's Aboriginal reserves were 
forced to send children out to perform labour for Europeans .  As Rosalind 
Kidd argues, by the 1 890s Queensland's Aboriginal missions had become the 
"preferred receiving depots for Aboriginal children", yet the government only 
subsidised these children at 20 to 25 per cent of the orphanage rates for 
European children. 1 62 The Aboriginal missions could not afford to support 
these children on such miserly rations and the Aboriginal children concerned 
had no choice but to enter into the European workforce. 
The language used to describe the movement of Aboriginal children from 
Aboriginal missions to employment situations indicates that the children 
themselves did not decide to enter into service but that the decision was made 
by older Europeans . In 1 890, Archibald Mes ton informed the Colonial 
Secretary that he had "taken" some children from Stradbroke Island's 
1 62 Rosalind Kidd, Black Lives, Government Lies (Sydney: Univers ity of New South Wales Press ,  
2000), p. I O. 
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Aboriginal reserve and had "placed them into service."1 63 l\1issionaries at Myora 
Aboriginal mission declared in 1 893 that the purpose of the school at the 
settlement was to "detain and train the elder boys and girls and make them 
useful and profitable to the mission and society. " 1 64 There is evidence that 
missionaries at l\1yora were sending these trained children out to service. 1 65 
There is also evidence that suggests that missionaries at Mapoon 1 66 and at 
Deebing Creek167 were placing children into employment with Europeans 
owing to financial problems prior to the passage of the 1 897 Act. The role of 
the children in such proceedings is not noted in primary documents; however, 
one can imagine that it was minimal. 
ivfissionaries were not the only official agents acting to procure indigenous 
child workers for Europeans prior to the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of Opium Act of1 897 Members of  Queensland's police force also 
obtained Aboriginal children for Europeans during this period. They were able 
to remove Aboriginal children from their families with legal sanction after 
1 865, as the Industrial Reformatory 5 chools Act of 1 865 granted powers of child 
1 63 Archibald Meston, Stradbroke Island, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 28 May 1 890, in- letter 
no. 6084 of 1 890, COL/A6 1 7, Queensland State Archives . 
1 64 Brisbane Courier, 1 0  November 1 893,  p.5 .  
1 65 Sam Year, Myora Mission Station, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 1 2  December 1 895,  in-
letter no . 1 502 1 of 1 895 , COL/A80 1 , Queensland State Archives . 
1 66 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 900, p.4. 
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removal to Queensland government officials .  John Bleakley, a Chief Protector 
of Aboriginals in Queensland, admitted that cases had come to the attention of 
the government in the colonial era where "infant girls were brought in from 
camps by police officers and 'given' to families to bring up."1 68 Bleakley 
considered that the "majority [of these girls] were nothing better than unpaid 
slaves . "1 69 There are many cases of members of the Queensland police force 
not only 'giving' but also selling these Aboriginal infants to Europeans . 1 70 In 
other cases, police officers and the legal system would conspire together to 
move Aboriginal children from their families to European employers . In 1 881 , 
an Aboriginal girl, Emily, aged about ten years, from Noosa on the Sunshine 
Coast, was arrested as a neglected child under the Industnal and Reformatories 
Schools Act of1 865. 1 71 Following her removal from her Aboriginal family she 
was placed with a European family, the Huddens, and was ordered to remain in 
their service indefinitely. 1 72 The legal apparatus to officially remove Aboriginal 
children from their parents was in place as early as 1 863. With this legal 
backing, one can surmise that removals were probably very common in 
1 67 Thomas Ivins , Aboriginal Home, Deebing Creek, to the Home Secretary, 3 1  December 1 905 , in­
letter no. 06266 of 1 905, A/694 1 7 , Queensland Stale Archives. 
1 68 John Bleakley, The Aborigines of Australia (Brisbane:  The Jacaranda Press , 1 96 1 ), p. 1 26. 
1 69 Ibid. 
1 43 For example, Michael Bird-Hall ,  Western Creek, Gi lbert Range, to the Colonial Secretary, 
Brisbane, I O  October 1 870, in-letter no. 3098, COUA 1 50, Queensland State Archives.
1 7 1  Pol ice Station , Noosa, Watch-house Charge Book, 1 8  March 1 878-26 December 1 934, 
QS 5 1 9/ l ,  Queensland S tate Archives. 
1 72 Ibid. 
colonial Queensland. Unfortunately, the great majority of cases were almost 
certainly never officially recorded. 
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A detailed examination of the methods by which Aboriginal children entered 
into the European colonial economy in Queensland elicits one remarkably 
important theme. During the period from the opening of free settlement in the 
Moreton Bay District in 1 842 until the passage of the Abonginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act ofl 897, Aboriginal children had little control 
over their entry into the European workforce. Instead, their entry into the 
European economy was almost always entirely against their will and was at the 
behest of Europeans .  In the era before the passage of the 1 897 Act, 
Europeans in Queensland most commonly obtained their Aboriginal child 
\Vorkers through kidnapping. Such a practice had a devastating impact on 
Aboriginal children and families and should be viewed as a form of 
enslavement. The other ways that Aboriginal children entered into employment 
with Europeans were as unfree as kidnapping. Following their dispossession 
after European intrusion into Queensland, adult Aborigines were often coerced 
into accepting working engagements in order to secure a supply of food and 
access to their traditional territory. A large number of Aboriginal child workers 
were also absorbed into the European economy as part of this "letting in" 
1 7 1 
policy. The broader social context of dispossession means that the engagement 
of these workers should not be viewed as a free employment contract either. 
Those Aboriginal children who had their employment arranged by official 
agents such as police officers and missionaries must also be viewed as unfree 
workers . As in the other two methods used to acquire Aboriginal child 
workers , such engagements were not made at the request of Aboriginal 
children. Instead they were formulated to benefit Europeans .  
During the colonial period, Europeans treated Aboriginal children as  if they 
owned them. If slavery is defined as "the status or condition of a person over 
whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are 
exercised",1 73 then the methods Europeans used to engage Aboriginal children 
in this period must be viewed as a form of enslavement. 
1 7 3  Rawick, ed . ,  The American Slave, Vol . 2 ,  p.207 . 
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Christian mission stations for our indigenous people are now thought of by 
many as 'slave labour camps' or 'prison camps.'  Unfortunately this 
comparison became justified after they had developed for some years, at 
least in Queensland, because of government policy. 
:Mollie Coleman, Green meat and oi!J butter: memories ofYa"abah (Redcliffe, 
Queensland: Dr. Ros Kidd, 1999),  p.4. 
With the general public, for instance, the opinion appears to be gaining 
ground - though I am exerting my utmost to destroy it - that these 
institutions are being run for the convenience of employers, and afford 
them an easy means of obtaining or ridding themselves of their black 
labour. 
Dr. Walter Roth, "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals 
for 1903", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1904, Vol. 1 ,  p.858. 
The passage of Queensland's Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act of 1897 represented the first major attempt by any government in the 
history o f  the colony to deal legislatively with the region's indigenous 
population.1 The Act substantially increased the power of the state to intervene 
This point has been explored by William Thorpe in "Archibald Meston and Aboriginal Legis lation 
in Colonial Queensland", Historical Studies, Vol .  2 1 ,  No. 82 (Apri l 1 984), p.62. See also C. D. Rowley, 
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in the lives of Queensland's Aboriginal population and marked the increased 
formalisation of labour relations between Europeans and Aborigines . It 
introduced far-reaching government powers that remained in force for the first 
half of the twentieth century and significantly altered the way most European 
employers obtained their Aboriginal child workers . Before the passage of the 
1 897 Act, European employers obtained their Aboriginal child workers 
predominantly by kidnapping. During this early period, smaller numbers of 
European employers obtained Aboriginal child workers by using the labour of 
Aboriginal children they had 'let in' and by relying on official agents to procure 
child workers for them. After the passage of the Act, the majority of 
Queensland's Aboriginal population was forcibly removed to under-funded 
Aboriginal reserves and missions. Consequently, in this later period, fewer 
numbers of Europeans resorted to kidnapping and to using the labour of 
Aboriginal children they had 'let in. '  Instead, the bulk of European employers 
obtained their Aboriginal child workers from Aboriginal reserves and missions. 
While the popularity of the various methods Europeans used to obtain 
Aboriginal child workers altered after the passage of the 1 897 Act, it is evident 
the incorporation of Aboriginal children into the European economy during 
this period continued to be as unfree as it had been in the earlier colonial 
"Queensland Policy and Legislation" in Outcasts in White Australia (Canberra: Austral ian National 
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period. 2 It is important to appreciate this very crucial point. After the passage 
of the 1 897 Act, Aboriginal children did not have any greater control over 
when they should begin employment. Instead Europeans continued to exercise 
the unfree duress which dictated when these children should enter the 
workforce. The fact that Europeans persisted in exercising powers of 
ownership over Aboriginal children and that Aboriginal children were 
powerless to control their own entry into the European workforce means that 
these children continued to have much in common with slaves .3 
Historians have not yet considered the means by which Aboriginal children 
entered the European workforce in Queensland after the passage of the 
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1897. Nevertheless, 
some comparatively recent studies have demonstrated just how important it is 
to examine the means by which Aboriginal workers entered the workforce in 
order to make conclusions about their overall status. Raymond Evans 
. University Press, 1 970), p. 1 07- 1 27.  for more on Queensland legislative pol icy. 
2 This chapter continues to use the definition of unfree labour which was espoused by Max Weber. 
That is,  that unfree labour occurs when ·'an individual procures the right to make use of worker' s  labour  
services by gain ing property rights over the worker's labour services." See Max Weber, Economy and 
Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology (Berkeley, California: The University of California Press, 
1 978), p. 1 27- 1 28 .  
3 This  chapter continues to use the most commonly accepted definition of slavery. That is, the 
definition expressed by George P. Rawick as slavery being "the status or condition of a person over whom 
any or al l of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised." See George P. Rawick, ed . ,  The 
American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, Vol .  2 (Westpoint, Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing 
Company, 1 972), p.207. See also Orlando Patterson, "On s lavery and slave formations", New Left Review, 
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considered this issue in 1 984 and concluded that an excess of force and 
compulsion were predominantly responsible for the entry of Aboriginal 
workers into the European workforce in the colonial period.4 Henry Reynolds 
concurs with these findings.5 More recently, Dawn l\fay has conducted a 
meticulous and thorough study of the entry of Aboriginal workers into the 
north Queensland cattle industry in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and 
has found that, while Aboriginal workers were able to use their skill and 
initiative to manoeuvre within an oppressive economic system, overall the 
threat of overt or covert violence was largely responsible for the entry of these 
workers into the European economic system. 6 This chapter examines the 
means by which Aboriginal children entered the European workforce after the_ 
passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897. 
It argues that violence and force, rather than the active desire of these children, 
were the factors responsible for their entry into the European workforce. 
No. 1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p.3 1 -67 . for more on the problems involved in defining the state of 
slavery. 
4 Raymond Evans, " 'Kings' in Brass Crescents. Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial 
Queensland" in Kay Saunders, ed., Indentured Labour in the British Empire, 1834-1 930 (London : Croom 
Helm, 1 984), p. 1 90. 
5 Henry Reynolds, With the white people: the crucial role of Aborigines in the exploration and 
development of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1 990) 
6 Dawn May, Aboriginal labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from white settlement to the 
present (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, I 994), p.40-57 .  
1 76 
This chapter uses the same methodology as the preceding chapter in order to 
derive conclusions about the ways that indigenous children entered 
employment with Europeans in the period from 1 897 to 1 945. It collates all 
available data regarding the ways that Aboriginal children entered the European 
economy and finds that Aboriginal children overwhelmingly did not choose to 
enter into employment with Europeans but that Europeans controll�d their 
entry into the workforce. Statistics indicate that Europeans continued to use 
the same three methods they had used in the colonial period to obtain 
indigenous child workers; kidnapping, relying on o fficial agents to procure 
children and using the children of indigenous workers they had 'let in'. The 
popularity of these methods altered after the passage of the 1 897 Act, however, 
with most Europeans relying on official agents such as missionaries and 
Protectors of Aboriginals to obtain their indigenous child workers (see Chart 
4. 1 and Chart 4.2) .  Kidnapping was still prevalent, particularly in the later part
of the nineteenth century and first part of the twentieth century. The use o f  
Aboriginal children who had been 'let in' with their family groups was the third 
most common way that Europeans obtained Aboriginal child workers . While it 
mus t  be noted that many cases describing Aboriginal children working did not 
provide the method by which these children entered the European workforce, 
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overall, the sample used in this chapter is substantial enough to allow 
considered conclusions to be drawn. 
The drafting of the momentous Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act of1 897, was prompted by two distinct factors . First, the government 
introduced the Act as a response to increasing humanitarian pressures, most of 
which came from southern missionaries.7 Secondly, the government believed 
the Act could be used to segregate and control 'undesirable' Aborigines who 
were visible near maj or towns.8 The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale 
of Opium Act of1 897 was based predominantly on the recommendations of 
Archibald 1\!Ieston, who had previously been appointed a Special Commissioner 
on Aboriginal welfare in Queensland. 9 As part of his duties as Special 
7 Rowley, Outcasts in White Australia, p.2 1 . Humanitarian concerns were by no means shared by 
all Queenslanders. Some Europeans were rel uctant to devote any attention to improving the conditions 
experienced by the region 's Aboriginal population . One politician, Vincent Lesina, the member for 
Clermont, argued that the 1 90 I Amendments to the original Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the
Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 would "entail an expenditure which is absolutely unnecessary" as "the law of 
evolution says that the nigger shall disappear in the onward progress of the white man." See Queensland 
Parliamentary Debates, 1 90 1 , Vol . 86, p.2 1 2. 
8 Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin ,  Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination: 
Race Relations in Colonial Queensland (Sydney: Australia  and New Zealand Book Company, 1 975), 
p. 1 1 8- 1 22 and Thom Blake, "Excluded, Exploited, Exh ibited : Aborigines in  Brisbane I 897- 1 9 1  O'', 
Brisbane History Group Papers, No. 5 ( 1 987), p.50. 
9 Thorpe further explores the role of Meston in formulating the Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 in "Archibald Meston and Aboriginal Legislation in Colonial 
Queensland", p.52-67 . 
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10 This graph was compiled from newspapers, archival sources and published sources. A full listing 
of each source would require several hundred detailed footnotes. A brief listing of the sources follows. 
Full citations are provided in the text after each mention of an individual case. The newspapers used were: 
the Queens/antler, 1 897-1933; Cairns Post, 1 898-1 910. The archival sources included the following files 
from Queensland State Archives: A/35061 ;  A/36305; A/38083; A/43 143;  A/44679; A/45044; A/58553; 
A/58643; A/58644; A/58645: A/58646; A/58647; A/58680; A/5868 1 ;  A/58750; A/58752; A/58912; 
A/58918; A/69220; A/69520; A/69521 ;  A/69527; COL/139; COU140; COU142; COU144; 
COl/145; CPS 6C/13; CPS 6C/14; CPS 60/4; CPS 6D/5; POA 13/2; POA 13/6 (a); POL 3G/Gl ; POL 
4119; POL 9F/G12; POL 12E/G21 ;  POL 12F/Gl3; POUJ14; QS 636/l (1 5). The primary published 
sources used were: Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 897-1945 (particularly for the annual reports of 
the Northern, Southern and Chief Protectors of Aboriginals, and, later, the annual reports of the Director of 
Native Affairs); Ernest Gribble, Forty Years with the Aborigines (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1930);
Ernest Gribble, A Despised Race: The Vanishing Aboriginals of Australia (Sydney: Australian Board of 
Missions, 1933); Joe McGinness, Son of A/yandabu: My fight for Aboriginal rights (St. Lucia, 
Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1991); Bill Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares: Biographies of 
Aborigines under the Queensland Aborigines Act (Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 
1985); Herb Wharton, Cattle Camp: Mu"ie Drovers and Their Stories (St. Lucia, Queensland: 
University of Queensland Press, 1994). The secondary published sources used were: Dawn May, 
Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement to the Present (Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994); Henry Reynolds, With the White People: the crucial role of 
Aborigines in the development and exploration of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1990) 
and Stan Tutt, From Spear and Musket 1879-1979 (Nambour: Sunstrip Printers, 1979) 
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1 1  This graph was compiled from newspapers, archival sources and published sources. A full listing 
of each source would require several hundred detailed footnotes. A brief listing of the sources follows. 
Full citations are provided in the text after each mention of an individual case. The newspapers used were: 
the Cairns Post, 1 898-1910; Queenslander, 1 897-1 933 and Sunday Mail (Brisbane), 1988. 
The archival sources included the following files from Queensland State Archives: A/3 8083; A/43 163; 
A/44679; A/58553 ; A/58634; A/58643; A/58644; A/58645; A/58646; A/58661 ;  A/58666; A/58679; 
A/5868 1 ;  A/58750; A/5875 1 ;  A/58752; A/58912; A/58929; A/58930; A/69220; A/6941 7; A/69520; 
A/69521 ;  A/69527; COL/139; COL/140; COL/144; COL/145; CPS 6C/Gl5;  CPS 60/2-S; HOS 
13/23-32; HOS 14A/24; POA 13/2; POA 13/6 (a); POL 30/03; POL/12F/G13; POUJ15;  POUJ32; 
POL/J33; QS 480/l (6). The primary published sources used were: Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 
1 897-1945 (particularly for the annual reports of the Northern, Southern and Chief Protectors of 
Aboriginals and, later, the annual reports of the Director of Native Affairs); Eve Mumewa D. Fesl, 
Conned! (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1993); Mamie Kennedy, Born a half­
caste (Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1985); Wayne King, Black Hours (Sydney:
Angus & Robertson, 1996); Stuart Rintoul, ed., The Wailing: A National Black Oral History (Port 
Melbourne, Victoria: William Heinemann Australia, 1993); Bill Rosser, Up Rode The Troopers: The 
Black Police in Queensland (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1 990) and Bill
Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares: Biographies of Aborigines under the Queensland Aborigines Act 
(Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1985). The secondary published sources used were: 
Dawn May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement to the Present 
(Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1994) and Henry Reynolds, With the White People: the crucial 
role of Aborigines in the development and exploration of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 
1 990). 
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Commissioner, l\feston had visited the Hope Vale, JVIapoon and Yarrabah 
Aboriginal missions in north Queensland. Drawing comparisons between the 
condition of Aborigines on these missions and Aborigines residing in fringe 
camps, Meston argued that the Aborigines who were not in close contact with 
Europeans were much healthier than those who were in the vicinity of 
Europeans. 1 2 JVIeston advised that the government should continue support 
existing Aboriginal missions and that several more missions and ration stations 
should be established. Just before the Act of 1 897 was assented, Archibald 
Meston informed the Principal Under Secretary that there were 
six major mission stations in Queensland. These missions were Deebing Creek, 
Marie Y amba, Y arrabah, Bloomfield River, Cape Bedford and Batavia River. 1 3  
Meston argued that it  was "essential" that any forthcoming Act provide the 
government with the power to remove any Queensland Aborigines to these 
missions and reserves. 14 The Act itself recognised the six mission stations in 
operation and allowed for ten smaller ones to be established. 
12 Archibald Meston, "Report on the Aboriginals of Queensland", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 896, Vol .  4, p.735. 
13 Archibald Meston to the Principal Under Secretary, 1 6  October 1 897, in-letter no. 1 3253 of 1 897, 
COU1 40, Queensland State Archives. 
14 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 23 August 1 897, in-letter no. 1 0750 of 1 897, COU I 40, 
Queensland State Archives . 
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While the state government was reluctant to spend money on Queensland's 
indigenous population, Meston's endorsement of Aboriginal missions met with 
government approval. Both 1Ieston and the Commissioner of Police, W. E. 
Parry-Okenden, submitted proposed drafts of an Act dealing with the 
Aboriginal population of the state to the Home Secretary in 1 897. These 
proposed bills were combined together as the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction 
of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897, which received assent in December of 1 897. 
The Abonginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 gave the 
colonial government enormous legal powers over the indigenous population of 
the region. It defined in very strict legal terms exactly who an Aboriginal person 
was and allowed for the regulation and segregation of these people. 1 5  The Act 
gave the government the power to remove Aborigines to and from missions 
and reserves without justification, 1 6  the power to prohibit Aborigines from 
participating in cultural activities which did not meet with government 
approval1 7  and the power to issue or revoke annual permits for the employment 
1 5  See Section 4 and Section 1 1  o f  The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium 
Act of 1 897, Supplement to the Queensland Government Gazette, 1 6  December 1 897, p. 1 389. See also 
Regina Ganter and Ros Kidd, "The Powers of Protectors : Conflicts Surrounding Queensland's  1 897 
Aboriginal Legislation", A ustralian Historical Studies, No. I 0 I (October 1 993), p.536-554. 
1 6  Section 9 ,  The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897, p. 1 389.  
1 7  Section 3 1  (27), The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 , 
p . 1 393. 
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of Aborigines. 18  It led to extensive government intervention in all aspects of
indigenous lives and dramatically altered the way labour relations between 
Europeans and Aborigines in the state were conducted. 
While the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and &striction of the Sale of Opium 
Act of 1897 resulted in increased government intrusion into almost all aspects
of indigenous life, it did not stop the multitude of abuses which were beirig 
practised on the region's indigenous inhabitants. It did not contain any clauses 
that were intended to prevent the kidnapping of Aboriginal children for labour 
purposes as this was never intended. Indeed, kidnappings continued after the 
1897 Act, particularly in the early part of the twentieth century (see Chart 4.3), 
and those Aboriginal children who were abducted by Europeans were certainly 
not freely choosing to enter the European economy. Indeed, their forcible 
capture continued to represent a form of enslavement, just as it had done 
during the earlier colonial period. 19 In 1901, Dr. Walter Roth drew attention to 
the fact that kidnapping was still rife. He informed the Under Secretary that 
kidnapping was still endemic in the Gulf of Carpentaria region with "the 
majority of residents" appearing "to all have little girls - true blooded or half-
1 8  Section 12, Section 1 3, Section 1 4  and Section 1 5, The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of 
the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897, p. 1 389- 1 390. 
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Chart 4.320
Kidnappings of Aboriginal children in QLD, 1 897-1 945 
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19  Kidnapping as a fonn of enslavement was explored in the previous chapter. See Orlando 
Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge: Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1982), p.105- 1 3 1 .  
2° Compiled from Chart 4. 1 and Chart 4.2. 
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caste in their employ. I am far from satisfied at the way in which some of them 
have been 'obtained', 'handed' or 'given' over etc. just like sheep ."21 Roth 
described the devastating effect that being kidnapping had on the lives of 
indigenous children. Roth explained that kidnapping had: 
been going on for years, and with the exception of one or two cases 
personally known to me, without good results to the children. They change 
masters and mistresses, prostitution and disease follow, they can only speak 
pidgin English, and finally become pariahs amongst both whites and 
blacks .22 
Little had changed by 1 906, when Roth informed the Home Secretary that 
three northern Queensland stations, Van Rook, Dunbar3 and Stirling, all owned
by the Bank of New South Wales, were notorious for kidnapping their 
Aboriginal workers .24 Roth furnished the example of a stockman named 
Savage, who had "a little boy about seven or eight, whom he caught on Topsy's 
Creek about a year ago."25 Roth added that the parents of this child were quite 
desperate to have him returned. Kidnapping was still being conducted as late as 
the 1 920s despite the attention it received. Tom Sullivan recalls being forcibly 
2 1  W. Roth to  the Under Secretary, 22  June 1 90 1 [  i n-letter no. not provided] , Af44679, Queensland 
State Archives. 
22 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 903,Vol . 2, p.46 1 .  
23 Ernest Gribble observed that Dunbar station was using the labour of a kidnapped Aboriginal 
woman and child in 1 904. See Ernest Gribble, A Despised Race (Sydney: Australian Board of Missions, 
1 937), p.73. 
24 Walter Roth to the Home Secretary, 1 1  May 1 906, in-letter no. 06034 of 1 906, HOM/122, 
Queensland State Archives . 
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taken from his family in this decade and being 'given' to the owner of the 
Gregory pub, which was located in the Gulf of Carpentaria region.26 May cites 
a late 1 920s case, where a wealthy European settler stopped his car at an 
Aboriginal fringe-camp near Wo/logorang station in northern Queensland and 
offered an Aboriginal child a ride. Once the child was in the car, the settler 
kept driving until he reached Greenvale, which was about 1 000 kilometres 
away.27 
The passage of the 1 897 Act and the progression of the twentieth century also 
did little to prevent the pearling and beche-de-mer industries from abducting 
indigenous child workers. One of Roth's first official observations as Northern 
Protector of Aboriginals was to note the frequency with which the marine 
industries were kidnapping their indigenous workers. 28 In 1 899, Roth 
highlighted several cases where such abductions had occurred and 
unequivocally stated that children were being recruited against their will. 29 Two 
25 Ibid. 
26 Joe McGinness, Son of Alyandabu: My fight for Aboriginal rights (St. Lucia, Queensland: 
University of Queensland Press, 1 99 1  ), p. ix .  See also Sunday Mail (Brisbane), 26 June 1 988, p.5.  It is 
interesting to note that Mrs . Barrett, the owner of the Gregory pub who arranged the abduction of Tom 
Sullivan, came to official attention in 1 902 for "losing control" over another kidnapped child, Georgina, 
whom she had "brought up from infancy." See W. Roth to the Home Secretary, 29 January 1 902, in-letter 
no. 1 876 1 of 1 902, Af58927, Queensland State Archives. 
27 May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry, p.96. 
28 W. Roth to the Police Commissioner, 28 January 1 898, in-letter no. 1 9 1 9  of J 898, COL/ 1 42, 
Queensland State Archives . 
29 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899", Queensland Votes and
Proceedings, 1 900, Vol . 5,  Part I ,  p.584.
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years later, in 1 901 ,  Roth drew attention to the case of three children found on 
board the ship, Mona. These three children were Georgie, about nine-years-old, 
Larry, about twelve-years-old and Jimmy, about fourteen-years-old. These 
children told officials that they had "never wanted to go" with the owner of the 
ship but he had forcibly taken them.30 No charges were pressed against the 
kidnapper of these children.31 Also in that same year� Roth directed the 
attention of the Under Secretary to the case of James Underwood, a deceased 
beche-de-mer identity, who had had three kidnapped Aboriginal boys between 
six and fifteen years of age working for him.32 
Europeans continued to capture Aboriginal children to give to their friends, 
just as they had done in the colonial period. In 1 902, James Old, the 
Normanton Protector of Aboriginals, informed Walter Roth that settlers in 
outside districts with large numbers of Aborigines were "often importuned by 
town residents and others to bring them in a boy or a girl. In due time the 
child arrives .  How the children are separated from their parents is a subject of 
conjecture and surmise."33 Again in 1 901 ,  Roth observed that a large number 
of small Aboriginal children were arriving "from outside districts and from up 
30 
3 1  
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 1  ",  p. 1 1 37. 
Ibid. 
32 Walter Roth, Cooktown, to the Under Secretary, Brisbane, 28 March 1 90 I ,  in-letter no. 05730 of
1 90 I ,  A/58927, Queensland State Archives.
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1 . th E d li "34the coast-line, into Cooktown for emp oyment wt uropeans an a ens. 
In Roth's 1 902 correspondence, he mentioned the particulars of a case where a 
European 'gave' another settler a stolen Aboriginal child. He described the 
experience of Flora, an eight-year-old girl who was "given to l\fr. Walsh,
telegraph master, Donor's Hill, about twelve months ago by l\f urdock of 
Neumayer station."35 Similarly, in 1 903, Old discussed the case of  i\1innie, an 
Aboriginal girl who had been 'given' to l\Irs . Sherrin by l\frs . Colless . 1\finnie 
had been forcibly taken from her mother at Kurumba thirteen years 
previously. 36 The following year, Old informed Roth that he believed that a 
large proportion of female Aboriginal workers in the Normanton region had 
been "given to their owners" when they were about seven or eight years of 
age.37 
Many employers of kidnapped Aboriginal children moved them extraordinary 
distances, which caused extreme dislocation to their lives .  In 1 900, government 
officials discussed a case where 1\fary Christison from Lammermoor station had 
33 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I " , p. 1 1 4 1 .
34 Walter Roth, Cooktown, to the Under Secretary, "Dr. Roth' s  Progress Report: March 1 90 l " ,
Apri l 1 90 1 , in-letter no. 06 1 83 of 1 90 1 ,  N4468 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
35 Walter Roth, Cooktown, to the Home Secretary, I April 1 902, in-letter no. 05065 of 1 902,
N44679, Queensland State Archives . 
36 James Old, Normanton Protector of Aboriginals, to Walter Roth, Brisbane, 30 December 1 903 [ in-
letter no. not provided], N58927, Queensland State Archives. 
37 James Old, Normanton Protector of Aboriginals, to Walter Roth, Brisbane, 30 January 1 904, in-
letter no.  226 of 1 904, A/44680, Queensland State Archives .  
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purchased a young Aboriginal girl and had then taken her to England. The 
young girl, christened Jane Gordon, became ill with bronchitis and was sent 
back alone from England to Yan-ow Mere station, where it was believed she had 
been born. 38 In his 1 902 report, Roth described the experience of Cameron, an 
Aboriginal boy who was born at Cooktown. Cameron was taken to 
Rockhampton as a child, whereupon he tried to unsuccessfully to return to 
Cooktown, but found himself stranded at Mackay. At :Mackay, Cameron's 
situation came to the attention of a local police inspector, who tried to help 
him. The police inspector found him employment, took his wages and 
purchased a ticket for him to travel back to Cooktown. When Cameron 
returned to Cooktown he was unable to speak his traditional language, could 
not find friends or relatives and was left with no option but to move to Cape 
Bedford mission.39 
Well-known colonists continued to treat their Aboriginal child workers in the 
same manner. The widow of Edward Palmer had taken an Aboriginal boy, 
Jackie Flinders, aged about sixteen years, from Conobie station in northern 
38 Mary Christison, Hampstead Heath, London, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 22 June 1 900, 
in-letter no. 1 4806 of 1 900, COU l 45, Queensland State Archives. 
39 Walter Roth, Cooktown, to the Home Secretary, I December 1 902, in-letter no. 1 8826 of 1 902,
A/44679, Queensland State Archives. 
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Queensland to Sydney.40 When she reached Sydney, l\frs. Palmer sent Jackie 
Flinders to a friend in Brisbane. Jackie ran away from his Brisbane employer 
and was found by a storekeeper sleeping in outhouses and begging for food at 
Cooparoo. The case came to the attention of Archibald ivieston who arranged 
for the boy to be sent to Durundur reserve. 41 
Kidnapping continued to significantly devastate the lives of Queensland's 
Aboriginal population. The kidnapped children themselves suffered severe 
emotional trauma and their physical, social and psychological development 
were also damaged.42 Aboriginal families were also shattered by the practice. 
As was stated in the preceding chapter, the forcible removal of  their children 
made Aboriginal women experience enormous grief and unhappiness and also 
made these women "feel failures" because they had not been able to protect 
their children. 43 In 1 903, Harold Mes ton conceded this, noting that kidnapping 
was a "source of much fretting and grief" amongst Queensland's Aboriginal 
population. Harold ivfeston explained that he had "met the mothers and 
40 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, 2 February 1 903, in-letter no. 0 1 524 of 1 903, COU l 44, 
Queensland State Archives. 
41 Ibid. 
42 
43 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home, p.2 1 2 . 
Ibid., p.2 1 2. 
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fathers of boys and girls whom they had not seen for years . That is a common 
complaint over a large area of Queensland."44 
Aboriginal families continued to make efforts to regain their stolen children. 
Sometimes Aboriginal parents lobbied official agents for the return of their 
children. In 1 896, an Aboriginal woman whose thirteen-year-old son was 
abducted from Millengera station near Hughenden where he had lived all his life, 
complained to no avail to local police officers .45 In another case, which 
occurred in 1 898, two Aboriginal women at King's Plains station complained 
again to no avail to the local police that their children were being held at 
another local station against their will.46 When official tactics yielded no
benefits, Aboriginal families would sometimes resort to violence to recapture 
their stolen children. In 1 902, Roth described the situation of Lucy, an eleven-
year-old Aboriginal girl who Europeans had kidnapped from Aborigines in the 
Etheridge area. 47 The Etheridge Aborigines successfully recaptured Lucy, 
however their attempts were ultimately futile, as the police intervened and s ent 
Lucy to Mapoon mission. 
44 Harold Meston, "Western Aboriginals at Durundur", [ in-letter no. not provided], N58930, 
Queensland State Archives .
45 Will iam Litherland, Constable, Richmond, to the Colonial Secretary, 2 1  July 1 896, in-letter no. 
9330 of 1 896, N694 l 7,  Queensland State Archives . 
46 Walter Roth to the Commissioner of Police, 6 June 1 898, [ in-letter no. not provided] , COU l 39, 
Queensland State Archives. 
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The passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 
1 897 did not prevent Europeans from using the labour of dispossessed 
Aboriginal children that they employed under the unfree 'letting in' policy. The 
previous chapter explored the way that Aborigines who had suffered the 
massive disruption caused by European intrusion in Queensland were not in a 
position to enter into a co-equal relationship with Europeans. 48 Despite the 
passage of the 1 897 Act, the situation of those Aborigines who escaped 
removal to missions and reserves was still extremely precarious . They still had 
to contend with both the breakdown of their traditional society and the loss of 
food sources, as well as cope with the awareness that Europeans could remove 
them to missions and reserves at any time. Settlers were cognisant that the 
Aboriginal relationship to the land meant that Aboriginal people were very 
reluctant to perform any action that might result in removal. May has observed 
that some settlers used the threat of  removal as a means of controlling 
Aboriginal workers.49 Aboriginal workers who engaged in employment under 
such terms were not participating in a free exchange of labour, but were 
47 Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, I May 1 902, in-letter no. 074 1 O of 1 902, Af44679,
Queensland State Archives. 
48 Robert Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or necessity? (London: Tavistock 
Publications, 1 987), p. 1 09. See also Evans, '"Kings in Brass Crescents : Identifying Aboriginal Labour 
Patterns in Colonial Queensland'', p. 1 95.  
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working under a form of coercion and must be considered to be unfree 
labourers . so May and Reynolds have observed that "Aborigines living on the 
fringes of white society were almost completely powerless and received little 
protection from violence and exploitation."51 The power imbalance of such a 
working arrangement was even more exaggerated when Aboriginal children 
were employed under the 'letting in' policy. 
Even after the passage of the Abonginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act of 1 897 .. a substantial proportion of Aborigines in Queensland 
managed to avoid being forcibly removed to missions and reserves. Instead, 
they remained on stations or on the outskirts of towns in fringe-camps, where 
Europeans made use of their labour in return for food, clothing and, 
infrequently, a small amount of money. The writer Jean Devanny, who toured 
Normanton in the twentieth century, has described the factors which had 
forced the local Aboriginal population to reside in fringe-camps, where their 
labour was exploited. Devanny explained that: 
The camp was formed of Aborigines who, as the land was taken up, were 
49 Dawn May, "The 1 920s: A Turning Point for North Queensland Aborigines", Journal of the Royal 
Historical Society o/Queensland, Vol . 1 3, No. 1 1  (August 1989), p.385. 
50 Robert Castle and Jim Hagan, "Settlers and the state: The creation of an Aboriginal workforce in 
Australia", Aboriginal History, Vol . 22 ( 1 998), p.27 . 
5 1  Henry Reynolds and Dawn May, "Queensland" in Ann McGrath, ed . ,  Contested Ground: 
Australian Aborigines Under the British Crown (St. Leonards, New South Wales: Allen & Unwin, 1 995),
p. 1 80.
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driven from their tribal hunting grounds and forced to roam the district or 
drift into town. Eventually they had been herded on to this camp site and 
forced to build humpies for themselves out of material they [had to] buy, 
beg or steal as best they could. Not one stick of wood or sheet of iron, I 
was informed, had been supplied to them. 52 
Those Aborigines who were not moved to missions and reserves after the 
passage of the Abonginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 
had to cope with perilous conditions .  In 1 899, Alex Gordon, the former 
manager of Heading/y station, drew attention to the "frightful state of disease 
and starvation that the majority of" Aborigines in Queensland were 
experiencing. 53 Archibald l\1eston further elaborated on the circumstances of 
Queensland's dispossessed indigenous population in 1 900 when he revealed 
that Aborigines living in the western portion of the state were "engaged in a 
desperate struggle to prevent starvation" with some "perishing miserably with 
disease and defective nutrition." 54 lVfeston himself concluded that the 
desperate condition of  Aboriginal women was placing "them at the mercy of  all 
classes of white men."55 While Meston was referring to the way that Europeans 
were sexually exploiting Aboriginal women whose traditional society had been 
52 Jean Devanny, Travels in North Queensland (London : Jarro]ds PubJishers, 1 95 1 ), p. 1 86. 
53 AJex Gordon to the Home Secretary, I November 1 899, in-letter no. 1 4699 of 1 899, COU J 45 ,
Queensland State Archives . 
54 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary and Home Secretary, 1 8  September 1 900, in-letter no. 
1 4473 of 1 900, COU l 45, Queensland State Archives. 
55 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary and Home Secretary, 1 8  September 1 900, in-letter no. 
1 4473 of 1 900, COL/1 45, Queensland State Archives. 
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destroyed, it is also clear that Aborigines in working situations were similarly 
vulnerable. 
The desperate situation of Queensland's Aborigines was compounded by the 
reluctance of the colonial government to spend money on Aboriginal relief. 
This led to almost all Aborigines able to perform labour entering the European 
workforce in return for supplies of food and necessities in an unfree labour 
arrangement. Archibald J.Vleston himself conceded in 1 900 that many 
Aborigines working on stations in Queensland "had long been treated as the 
dogs are treated" and further "were scared into a belief that their employers 
wielded the power of life and death" over them. 56 Herb Wharton remembers 
that those Aborigines in his birth country, in the south-west region of 
Queensland who were not sent to missions and reserves "remained camped 
around the stations to provide a handy supply of slave labour."57 Jeff Collman 
has effectively summed up the power imbalance between dispossessed 
Aborigines and Europeans, arguing that "all Aborigines, fringe-and-non-fringe-
56 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary and Home Secretary, 1 6  June 1 897 (in-letter no. not 
r,rovided], COU 1 43, Queensland State Archives .
7 Wharton, Cattle Camp, vi i .  
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dwellers alike, must interact with whites on unequal terms in order to survive at 
all."58 
In 1 906, James Old noted that almost all stations between Normanton and 
Burketown had small Aboriginal camps on them. 59 Furthermore, town 
residents were getting Aborigines from the fringe-camp on the edge of 
Normanton to perform tasks such as wood chopping and scrubbing on a daily 
basis.60 A large number of residents in towns across the state, including
Alpha, 61 Bowen, 62 Charleville, 63 Cook town, 64 Goondiwindi, 65 Longreach, 66 
Roma,67 Tiaro68 and Winton69 were also conducting similar labour arrangements 
58 Jeff Col lman, Fringe-Dwellers and Welfare: The Aboriginal response to bureaucracy (St. Lucia, 
Queensland : University of Queensland Press, 1 988), p.73 .  
:w James Old, Normanton Protector of Aboriginals, to Walter Roth, 8 January 1 906, in-letter no. 1 1 8 
of 1 906, A/44680, Queensland State Archives. 
60 Ibid. 
6 1  Archibald Meston to  the  Under Secretary, Home Office, 7 July 1 902, in-letter no. I 0565 of  1 902,
A/58929, Queensland State Archives . 
62 Richard Howard, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, "Progress 
Report : August 1 904", 5 September 1 904, in-letter no. 27820 of 1 904, A/4468 1 ,  Queensland State 
Archives . 
6°' Protector Nethercote, Charlevil le, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 23 January 
1 906, in-letter no. 54 of 1 906, Af44680, Queensland State Archives. 
64 James King, Cooktown ,  to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, I 0 January 1 906, in- letter
no. 85 of 1 906, A/44680, Queensland State Archives. 
65 Walter Roth, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, "Progress 
Report: March 1 904", I March 1 904, in-letter no. 58 1 of 1 904, A/4486 1 ,  Queensland State Archives.
66 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, in-letter no. 1 0565 of 1 902, Af58929, Queensland S tate 
Archives . 
67 Walter Roth, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, "Progress 
Report: June 1 904", 1 July 1 904, i n-letter no. 554 of 1 904, Af4468 I ,  Queensland State Archives.
6 11  Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
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well into the twentieth century with local Aborigines they had 'let in' .70 Roth 
himself admitted that only the fact that Aborigines at Goondiwindi had secured 
employment was preventing them from starving.7 1  In order to ensure the 
survival of their family groups, those Aborigines who were able to work for 
Europeans usually did so.72 European residents were aware of the dependency 
of Aboriginal workers on labour for survival. Indeed, residents at Kurunda 
even informed Roth that they would like all relief provided to Aborigines to be 
cancelled, "so that the blacks would have some incentive to work."73 
Aboriginal children who were incorporated into the European workforce after 
1 897 through the 'letting in' policy were not engaging in an equal labour 
exchange. Not only were these children members of  a dispossessed indigenous 
population trying to both survive and maintain their connection with traditional 
land, 74 but they were also made vulnerable through their youth. The 
combination of these two factors meant that European settlers firmly 
70 It is evident that this type of arrangement was occurring at Cunnamulla in 1 94 1 .  See J. W. 
Bleakley, Director of Native Affairs, to the Under Secretary, Department of Health and Home Affairs, 3 
July 1 940, in-letter no. 1 009 of 1 940, Af4 1 93 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
71 Walter Roth, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to the Under Secretary, Public Lands , "Progress 
Report: March 1 904", l April 1 904, i n-Jetter no. 58 1 of 1 904, Af4468 I ,  Queensland State Archives.
72 Archibald Mes ton to the Colonial Secretary, l 0 November 1 900, i n-letter no. 1 4806 of 1 900, 
COU 1 45, Queensland State Archives. 
73 Walter Roth, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, "Progress 
Report: November 1 903", 4 December 1 903, in-letter no. 36070 of 1 903, Af4468 1 ,  Queensland State 
Archives . 
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controlled the power balance in employment negotiations. While there are cases 
of Aboriginal adults arranging employment for their children, it appears that 
the driving force behind these negotiations was the desire of Aboriginal adults 
to ensure that their children remained close by. 75 Residents remained eager to 
employ the children of .Aborigines they had 'let in', believing that it was entirely 
appropriate for them to do so. James Old noted this in a 1 903 letter to Roth.
Old explained that stations in Queensland were "assuming they have a right to 
employ [Aboriginal children] as they become useful" because they argued that 
they had fed them in infancy.76 Old disagreed with this station argument 
because he believed that the stations were doing "very little to ameliorate the 
conditions of the blacks either young or old and get well remunerated far away 
for anything they have done for such children."77 
Throughout the period from 1 897 to 1 945, station owners continued to employ 
large numbers of Aboriginal children they had 'let in' or who resided on fringe-
camps. In 1 901 ,  one settler wrote to Archibald Meston, complaining that a 
young Aboriginal child he had employed as a domestic servant had been taken 
74 See Evans, '"Kings' in Brass Crescents. Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial
Queensland" for an overview of Aboriginal workers as unfree labourers during the colonial period. See
also Mi les, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or necessitv?, p.94- 1 1 7 . 75 For example, Clerk of Petty Sessions, Quilpie, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals,  Brisbane, 9
December 1 938,  in-letter no 3 1 60 of 1 938 ,  CPS 6D 5, Queensland State Archives. 
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away by her father just "as she was getting old enough to bring money to the 
camp."78 The settler had responded to this action by removing an even 
younger Aboriginal child from the local fringe-camp. 79 
There are many cases of Europeans incorporating the children of their 
Aboriginal employees into their workforce between 1 897 and 1 945 . Aboriginal 
recollections confirm that this was the standard practice. 80 A. B .  JVIcDonald, 
the owner of Grosvenor Downs station, came to official attention in 1 901  for 
attempting to sign up to a seven-year employment contract a seven-year-old old 
Aboriginal child who had been born on his station.81 Although a local police 
magistrate had witnessed the signing of the agreement, Meston cancelled it and 
issued a regular annual employment permit. JVIeston viewed J\kDonald's earlier 
attempt to sign the child to a seven-year contract as "one of the many forms of 
attempt to force Aboriginals to remain in service whether they like it or not."82 
76 James C. Old, Normanton Protector of Aboriginals, 8 January 1 906 [ in-letter no. not provided] ,  
Af44680, Queensland State Archives . 
77 Ibid. 
78 W. M. Jones to Archibald Meston, 29 March 1 90 1 ,  in-letter no. 8 1 76 1 of 1 90 1 ,  COU 1 45, 
Queensland State Archives . 
79 Ibid. 
80 For example, Ruby De Satge remembers that station owners would simply take Aboriginal 
chi ldren away from their mothers and put them to work. Cited in Bil l  Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares: 
Biographies of Aborigines under the Queensland Aborigines Act (Canberra: Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, 1 985), p.28. 
8 1  Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 5 November 1 90 1 , in-letter no.  1 7832 of 
1 90 1 , COU l 45, Queensland State Archives. 
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As the twentieth century progressed, Queensland stations continued to employ 
the children of indigenous employees as soon as it was possible .. Official 
records indicate that in 1 9 1 6  and 19 17  alone, north Queensland stations such as 
Oxford Downs, Homevale and Lake Ephinstone, as well as a station at �fount 
Hillalong, were all employing the children of their adult Aboriginal employees.83 
In another case, which came to the attention of Bleakley in 1 924, a station 
owner at Millaa .1.Vfillaa employed a fourteen-year-old Aboriginal girl without 
paying wages because he argued that he also employed her parents and had fed 
the child when she was younger. 84 The Chatsworth station was particularly 
notorious for employing the children of Aborigines it had 'let in. '85 In 1 929:t 
the Protector of Aboriginals at Coen mentioned that Rokeby and Merluna
stations both employed the children of resident Aborigines, "little Aboriginal 
boys aged from eight to nine" years .86 In 1 932, Bleakley's attention was drawn 
to a case where Mr. Chum Tally and his family employed without a permit an 
82 Ibid. 
83 Protector of Aboriginals, Nebo, Register of Permits for Employment, 1 9 1 5- 1 930, N69520, 
Queensland State Archives . 
84 Protector of Aboriginals, Mil laa Millaa, 1 2  June 1 924, i n-letter no. 03298 of 1 924, Af58643,  
Queensland State Archives . 
85 Protector of Aboriginals, Kuridala, to Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 3 Apri l 1 924 [in-letter no. 
not provided] ,  Af58644, Queensland State Archives. 
86 Protector of Aboriginals, Coen, 20 March 1 929 [ in-letter no. not provided],  Af58645, Queensland
State Archives . 
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Aboriginal boy who "was born on their property and does not know any other 
home."87 
Various records kept by regional Protectors of Aboriginals throughout the 
twentieth century reveal that a very high proportion of Aboriginal child 
workers were employed on the stations where they were born.88 In 1 933, 
Bleakley admitted that station owners in Queensland were not expected to send 
Aboriginal children residing on their properties to school or to provide these 
children with any sort of basic education. 89 Bleakley considered that the 
children of station-employed Aborigines in Queensland were only receiving 
manual training, presumably so that they could be incorporated into the 
European workforce as soon as possible.9° For much of the twentieth century, 
Aboriginal children residing on fringe�camps could not expect to receive much
of an education. Instead they were expected to begin performing labour on 
local properties as soon as possible. Hazel McKellar, who grew up on the
Cunamulla Aboriginal fringe-camp, remembers that "after doing a few years at 
K7 R. Ramback, Protector of Aboriginals, to J. W. Bleakley, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 
8 August 1 932, in-letter no. 06203 of 1 932, POUJ 1 5 , Queensland State Archives. 
88 See for example, Protector of Aboriginals, Herberton, Register of Permits, 1 9 1 6, Af38083, 
Queensland State Archives and Protector of Aboriginals, Cooktown, Aboriginal Employment Register, 5 
January 1 925 - 30 November 1 939, POA 1 3/2, Queensland State Archives. 
89 J .  W. B leakley, The Half-Caste Aborigines of North and Central Australia: Suggestions towards 
solving the problem (Sydney: Association for the Protection of Native Races, 1 93 1  ), p .8 .  
90 Ibid. 
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school, Aboriginal children were in great demand as domestics and in stock 
camps. It was not uncommon to start work as young as eleven or twelve."91 
Queensland government officials were unable to foresee one notable outcome 
that emerged from the state's increased involvement in the working lives of 
Aborigines after the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale 
of Opium Act of 1 897. Officials were overwhelmed by the number of Europeans 
who wrote to police officers and Protectors of  Aboriginals either wanting to 
adopt Aboriginal children or informing these officials that they already had 
Aboriginal children living with them whom they wanted exempted from the 
provisions of the new legislation. Walter Roth justifiably viewed such pleas 
from settlers with suspicion. In his 1 902 report, he noted that "applications 
continue to be received from individuals anx�ous to 'adopt' little half-caste or 
full-blood children, to obtain certificates of exemption on their behalf, to 
employ them without permit, or otherwise obtain their labour without paying 
for it."92 Roth observed that he was always careful to inform such applicants 
91 Haze] McKelJar with Thom Blake, ed. ,  Matya-Mundu: A History of the Aboriginal People of 
South- West Queensland (Cunamu11a, Queens1and: Cunamul la Australian Native Welfare Association,
1 984), p.77 . 
92 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland Parliamentary
Papers, 1 903,Vol . 2, p.452. 
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that the law made no provision for such 'adoptions.'93 In 1 904, Roth again 
restated his belief that 
. . .  people do not take these black children into the bosoms of their families 
for the sake of love, affection or charity, but for what they can get out of  
them; they are usually worked either as generals, nurse-girls or horse-boys. 94 
It is interesting to note that the Office of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals 
was still receiving requests from Europeans to 'adopt' Aboriginal children as 
late as 1 9 12.95 
While Europeans continued to use kidnapping and the 'letting in' policy to 
obtain Aboriginal child workers after the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897, it is important to note that there was a 
major shift in the way Europeans obtained Aboriginal child workers after this 
Act was passed. The removal process that the Act of 1 897 instituted was crucial 
in maintaining and supplying a servile Aboriginal labour force in Queensland. 96 
Statistics suggest that after the passage of the Act in 1 897, Queensland's 
Aboriginal missions and reserves became the primary source of indigenous 
child labour for Europeans (see Chart 4. 1 and 4.2) .  As was mentioned earlier, 
93 Ibid. 
94 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904", Queensland Parliamentarv 
Papers, l 905, Vol .  I ,  p.75 1 .  
· 
95 "Legal Opinions and Instructions from the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane", 2 February 
1 9 1 2, Circular 1 23 of 1 9 1 2, CPS 6D 4, Queensland State Archives. 
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the Aboriginals Protection and Restn.ction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 forced most 
of Queensland's Aboriginal population onto reserves and missions and brought 
almost all Aborigines in the state under government control. The survival of 
Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves was highly dependent on wages 
earned by Aboriginal workers because these institutions were severely under-
funded. Consequently, missions and reserves trained Aboriginal children in 
manual labour and sent them out to the wider workforce as soon as possible. 
The following chapters discuss in greater detail the gender-specific manual 
training that these institutions forced on Aboriginal children. This chapter is 
primarily concerned with proving that these Aboriginal children who resided 
on missions were given no control over when their working lives would begin 
and were frequently sent out to labour against their wishes. Their entry into the 
outside workforce was entirely at the behest of Europeans. The lack of  power 
that these Aboriginal children were accorded over their entry into the 
European workforce means that their situation most closely approximated a 
slave-like experience. 97
96 Thom Blake, "Deported . . .  At the sweet wil l  of the government: The removal of Aborigines to 
reserves in Queensland 1 897- 1 939", Aboriginal History, Vol . 22 ( 1 998) ,  p.55 . 
97 Patterson, "On slavery and slave formations", p.32.  
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The Queensland government began removing Aborigines to missions and 
reserves before the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 
1 897 had even received Royal Assent. In early 1 897, Archibald Meston, who 
was subsequently employed ·as the Southern Protector of Aboriginals, arranged 
for 51  Aborigines residing in the Maryborough district to be removed to the 
Fraser Island reserve.98 l\Ieston also arranged for Aborigines in the Caboolture 
area to be removed to the Durundur reserve. 99 Once the 1 897 Act had passed 
through the Legislative Assembly, Meston and the newly appointed Northern 
Protector of Aboriginals, Dr. Walter Roth, began encouraging removals on a 
much larger scale. For instance, during the first four years after the passage of 
the 1 897 Act, Meston arranged for 1 65 Aborigines from southern Queensland 
to be sent to the Fraser Island reserve. By 1 901,  the pace of removals had 
increased rapidly, with Meston reporting that he had sent a total of 410 
Aborigines to various missions and reserves in that year. 100 Roth was also 
authorising removals on a similar scale. Statistics indicate how widespread and 
prevalent the policy of  removal was in Queensland from 1 905 to 1 945. Pamela 
Lukin Watson has estimated that more than 6500 Aboriginal people in 
98 "Annual Report of the Southern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I " , Queensland Parliamentary
Papers, 1 902, Vol. 1 ,  p. 1 1 75 .  
99 Ibid. Archibald Meston was proud of the vast number of Aborigines that he arranged to have sent 
to Durundur reserve. Indeed, i n  1 903 he boasted to the Under Secretary, Land Office, that Aborigines on 
the Durundur reserve "had been col lected from I 09 different local ities, from Nerang Creek to Cape York
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Queensland were forced onto missions and reserves in this period.101 Certainly
by 1 946, C. C. O'Leary , the Director of  Native Affairs, estimated that 42 per 
cent of the indigenous population of Queensland was living on reserves and 
missions. 102 
The process of removing Aborigines to missions and reserves in Queensland 
after 1 897 frequently involved physical violence as well as emotional upheaval. 
This has been captured in numerous primary accounts . Bowman Johnson has 
described how his father was brought to Barambah mission on a chain.103 
Similarly, Wajurlarbinna, an Aboriginal woman who grew up on Doomadgee 
mission, remembers that her uncle was also brought to Barambah mission on a 
chain. 104 The state government was aware that removals were often violent, 
with the member for Carnarvon, Donald Gunn, informing the Legislative 
Assembly in 1 91 9  that he knew of a man who had been "put in irons and thus 
and the east coast to the South Austral ian border. See Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Lands 
Office, 1 7  July 1 903, i n- letter no. 223 1 8  of 1 903, Af589 l l ,  Queensland State Archives. 
1 00 Ibid. 
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land (St. Leonards, New South Wales: Allen & Unwin,  1 998), p. l 04.
I 02 "Native Affairs - Information contained in Report of Director of Native Affairs for the Twelve 
Months ended 301h June, 1 946", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 946, Vol .  2, p. 1 027 . 
1 03 Bowman Johnson talks to Andrew Markus, "Gro�i ng up in  Queensland" in Valerie Chapman and
Peter Read, eds. ,  Terrible Hard Biscuits: A Reader in Aboriginal History (St. Leonards, New South 
Wales: Allen & Unwin, 1 996), p.2 1 6.
1 04 "Wadjularbinna" in Stuart Rintoul, ed ., The Wailing: A National Black Oral History (Port 
Melbourne, Victoria: Will iam Heinemann Austral ia, 1 993), p. 1 40. 
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deported to the settlement."105 In addition to the actual physical brutality of 
the process,  Aboriginal people were also dehumanised by the practice of 
removals.  Rita Huggins, who was forcibly taken to a mission under the 
removals policy, has captured the way that removed Aboriginal people were 
treated as if they were cargo, not human beings. She described being packed 
into a truck "like cattle without any room to move."106 European officials 
ignored the severe distress that the separation of Aboriginal families caused 
Aboriginal people. Rita Huggins remembered her grandmother screaming out 
to officials : "'Don't take my gunduburries ! Don't take my gundaburries!"' as 
the truck driver ignored her pleas and took her family away from her. 107 
Government officials who ordered removals were not required to provide 
detailed justification for their decisions to either their superiors or the 
Aboriginal people they removed. As a consequence, the reasons provided by 
government officials for ordering removals were almost always vague and, on 
occasion, very strange. Thom Blake has explored this matter further and was 
able to cite several cases where Aborigines were removed to missions because 
"they were dangerously affected by the moon."108 In many cases, Aboriginal 
1 05 
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Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 9 1 9- 1 920, Vol .  1 34, p.2563. 
Huggins and Huggins, Auntie Rita , p. I 0.
Ibid. 
Thom Blake, "Deported . . .  At the sweet wil l  of the government", p.55. 
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people were not even provided with the ill-defined or strange explanations 
officials had provided for their removal. Nellie Sheridan, whose family was 
removed to Barambah under a removal order in 1 9 1 7, has asserted that "they 
h "109 s·mil 1 H F ·1 ' sent us down. Really we didn't know w y. 1 ar y, enry ounru e s 
mother was forcibly removed to Yarrabah without ever being provided with a 
reason. 1 1° Frequently, Aboriginal people were not even told where they were 
being taken. 
Notations made by various Protectors of Aboriginals indicate that the policy of 
removing Aboriginal people from towns to missions and reserves was, in 
particular, applied to Aboriginal children from 1 897 to 1 945. 1 1 1  Statistics 
illustrate this point. In 1 904, a total of seventeen children were sent to one 
reserve - Deebing Creek. 1 1 2 As the twentieth century continued, officials 
continued to remove Aboriginal children from their families. In 1 91 5, police in 
the Cairns district arranged for thirteen Aboriginal children aged between five 
and seventeen to be removed from Rossville, China Camp and the Bloomfield 
1 09 
1 1 0 
"Nel l ie Sheridan" in Rintoul ,  ed . ,  The Wailing, p. I 97 . 
"Henry Fourmile" in Rintoul ,  ed ., The Wailing, p. 1 1 3 . 
1 1 1  Unfortunately, poorly kept records make i t  impossible to provide a complete analysis of all 
Aboriginal children removed to missions and reserves under the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of 
the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897. 
1 1 2  Thomas Ivins, Superintendent, Deebing Creek settlement, Ipswich, t o  the Under Secretary, Home 
Secretary' s Department, Brisbane, 3 1  May 1 906 [ in-letter no. not provided] ,  N694 l 8, Queensland State 
Archives. 
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River area to Yarrabah mission. 1 13 There were two reasons why the removal 
policy focused on Aboriginal children. In the first instance, as Chapter Two 
explained, Europeans had argued since first settlement in the Moreton Bay 
District that Aboriginal children were more susceptible to 'civilisation' than 
Aboriginal adults. This rationale was further extended to divide darker 
Aboriginal children from children with lighter skins. It was believed that 
lighter-skinned children could be more easily 'civilised', therefore their removal 
from their Aboriginal families was particularly encouraged. 1 14 Secondly, it was 
well-known that Europeans were sexually abusing Aboriginal children who 
were living in fringe-camps on the edge of townships .  1 1 5 European officials 
often argued that they wished to stop such abuses and that their removal was 
one solution. While government officials argued that removal orders were 
intended to protect Aboriginal girls, there is also evidence that many removals 
were motivated by eugenic desires to prevent these girls from giving birth to 
'half-caste' Aboriginal children.1 1 6 
1 1 3 Pol ice Constable, Rossvil le Station, Cairns Pol ice District, to the Protector of Aboriginals, 
Cooktown, 26 September 1 9 1 5  [ in-letter no. not provided],  HOM/B48, Queensland State Archives . 
1 1 4 Brisbane Courier, 1 2  July 1 904, p.4. Many primary accounts confirm this. Wil lie Clark 
remembers how officials used to "go to the different camps and take all the half-caste children'' and take 
them to missions. Charmaine Hol lingsworth remembers that ··a lot of the children were half-castes and 
that 's the ones the troopers were after." See Judy Thomson, ed . ,  Reaching Back: Quee11sla11d Aboriginal 
people recall early days at Yarrabah Mission (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1 989), p. 1 6- 1 7 . 
1 1 5 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I ", p. 1 1 43.
1 1 6 A thoughtful analysis  of this practice by various Australian government officials is provided by 
Anna Haebich in Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1800-2000 (Fremantle, Western 
Australia: Fremantle Arts Centre Press ,  2000), particularly on pages 1 88-200 and 239-248. 
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Almost as soon as he was appointed to the position of Northern Protector of 
Aboriginals, Roth directed his attention towards stopping the sexual abuse of 
Aboriginal girls by removing children. 1 1 7 It  is  evident that Roth also wished to 
reduce what officials termed the 'half-caste population' of the state through 
these removals. He first arranged for children to be removed by using the 
authority granted to him under his position as Northern Protector of 
Aboriginals and then continued to arrange removals when his initial position 
was abolished and he was made Chief Protector of Aboriginals . Archibald 
i\feston, the Southern Protector of Aboriginals from 1 897 to 1 904, also 
engaged in similar behaviour.1 1 8  The practice of removing Aboriginal children, 
often without their parents, to missions and reserves, had a devastating impact 
on Aboriginal groups .  In 1 905, Roth was replaced as Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals by Richard Howard, who was then replaced in 1 91 4  by John 
Bleakley. These subsequent Chief Protectors of  Aboriginals continued to 
concentrate on removing young Aboriginal girls from their fringe-camps.  
Again, both Howard and Bleakley appear to have been at least partly motivated 
1 1 7 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 900", Queemland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 90 I ,  Vol .  4, Part 2, p. 1 336 . 
1 1 11  For example, i n  1 90 I Archibald Mes ton mentioned that more than fifty of the three hundred
Aborigines he had removed to missions and reserves since the passage of the 1 897 Act were "half-caste" 
girl s  "urgently in need of protection" See Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 24 
November 1 90 1 , in- letter no. 1 9269 of 1 90 1 ,  COL/1 45,  Queensland State Archives. 
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in their actions by the desire to reduce what they dubbed the 'half-caste 
problem.'1 1 9 
While various government officials strongly supported the removal of 
Aboriginal girls to missions and reserves, the government was not prepared to 
provide missions and reserves with adequate funding to support them. 
Therefore, those Aboriginal girls who were removed to missions and reserves 
were usually then sent out to service. In 1 9 10, Howard argued that Aboriginal 
girls in fringe-camps needed to be removed to "healthier environments" and, 
instead of placing them onto missions and reserves wherever possible, 
"employment is found for them in respectable families ." 120 Howard provided a 
clear indication of government priorities when he wrote that young girls were 
only removed to reserves and missions if employment situations could not be 
found. 1 21 
Rosalind Kidd has ably proven that the Queensland government encouraged 
the removal of Aborigines to missions and reserves for most of the twentieth 
1 1 9 J. M. P. Long has asserted that by 1 923 Bleakley had become "preoccupied" with what he termed 
the 'half-caste evi l . '  See J . M.  P. Long, Aboriginal Settlements: A Survey of Institutional Communities in 
Eastern Australia (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1 970) , p.98 . 
1 20 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 9 1 0",  Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 9 1 1 - 1 9 1 2, Vol . 3, p. 1 309. 
1 2 1  Ibid. 
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century but was not prepared to provide the finances or resources necessary to 
support these people. 1 22 The reluctance of Queensland's Aboriginal officials to 
spend money on Aboriginal people was evident right from the start of the 
twentieth century. As the pace of removals increased in 1 900, Archibald 
l\feston informed the Colonial Secretary that many Aboriginal children were to 
be removed from their families but that "systematic economy" would be 
necessary to avoid a serious expenditure. 1 23 Queensland was one of the most 
parsimonious states in Australia with regard to indigenous funding. Statistics 
for 1905 show that Western Australia was the only state to provide less 
financial support for its Aboriginal institutions. 1 24 Kidd has explored the way 
that government under-funding resulted in appalling conditions on 
Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves for much of the twentieth 
century. The case of Barambah mission provides an excellent illustration of  
this point. By 1 9 1 8, the mission had been in operation for twelve years, yet 
children were still sleeping on floors instead of beds; were only provided with 
inadequate supplies of clothing once a year; were underfed; malnourished and 
1 22 Rosalind Kidd, Black Lives, Government Lies (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press ,
2000), p.9-34. 
1 23 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary and Home Secretary, 7 July 1 900, i n-letter no. 1 0428 of
1 900, N58929, Queensland State Archives. 
1 24 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 905", Queensland Parliamentary
Papers, 1 906, Vol .  2, p.94). 
· 
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many were suffering from skin disease. 125 Furthermore, there were no normal 
sanitation facilities on the mission.1 26 Barambah was not the only mission to be 
desperately under-funded. In 1 9 1 9, one government official examined the 
financial state of Queensland's Aboriginal institutions and acknowledged that 
they were all "starved" of funds. 1 27 
Queensland government officials were aware that the outside employment of 
indigenous people who resided on missions and reserves would reduce 
government expenditure because these people would not have to be supplied 
with rations. As a result, missions and reserves were encouraged to find 
employment for Aboriginal adults and children. In some cases, government and 
mission officials were prepared to accept lower wages for indigenous people in 
order to find them work. It is evident that this policy was applied to 
Aboriginal children, as well as to Aboriginal adults . In 1 901 , Roth agreed to 
lower the wages of a young Aboriginal girl being sent out to service from the 
Deebing Creek reserve because he agreed with an statement expressed by W. 
H. Foote, the head of the Deebing Creek Committee, "that it is absolutely 
necessary to reduce the stipulated wages in order that the people may be 
1 25 
1 26 
1 27 
Kidd, Black Lives, Government Lies, p. 1 1 . 
Ibid. 
Ibid., p. 1 2. 
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induced to engage the dark coloured children."1 28 In  1 907, Richard Howard, 
Roth's replacement, agreed with a settler that three boys who were employed at 
Hendra in Brisbane were "far too young and inexperienced" to be worth the 
full wages the government had initially stipulated. 129 
The desire of the government to avoid funding Aboriginal children meant that 
Aboriginal children who were in employment were usually not removed to 
missions and reserves. If government officials believed that Aboriginal 
children were able to work, they were usually reluctant to send these children to 
missions and reserves. In 1 902, Harold Meston, the son of Archibald l\feston, 
who was acting as superintendent on Fraser Island, issued a directive relating to 
this point. He advised other government officials that any Aboriginal girls on 
reserves and missions or fringe-camps who were able to work should be sent 
directly to West End, a suburb of Brisbane, where Mrs . Frew ran a home that 
trained Aboriginal girls in domestic s�rvice. Harold l\feston considered that the 
government should only "undertake the responsibility of feeding and caring for 
those seriously in need" and that those who could gain money through working 
1 2K W. H. Foote, Deebing Creek, to the Home Secretary, 24 November 1 90 1 , in-letter no. 1 8480 of 
1 90 1 ,  N694 1 7, Queensland State Archives. 
1 29 H. Cox to Richard Howard, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 1 4  January 1 907, in-letter 
no. 63 of 1 907, N694 1 8, Queensland State Archives . 
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should not receive food or care from the government. 1 30 He was certainly 
putting this view into practice as early as possible. In 1903, he was arranging 
for children to go into service, rather than be sent to Aboriginal missions and 
reserves. 1 31 Archibald l\Ieston echoed these sentiments in 1 903, arguing that it 
was crucial to "avoid removing any who can possibly earn a living, or provide 
for themselves, so as to economise expenditure as much as possible." 132 Roth 
similarly aimed to place Aborigines into service, rather than remove them to 
missions and reserves where they would require government funding. In 1 904, 
Roth informed the Home Secretary that employment had been arranged for 45 
Aboriginal residents from the Durundur reserve, "with the result that the 
Department is not only relieved of their cost for feeding and clothing, but also 
pecuniary [sic] benefited: I arranged that a certain proportion of the wages are 
to be paid to the Department."133 
In 1 905, Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves were provided with a 
further reason to encourage the outside employment of indigenous residents . 
In this year, Walter Roth, acting in his capacity as the Chief Protector of 
1 30 Harold Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 2 January 1 902, in-letter no. 1 4754 of 1 902, 
COU 1 43, Queensland State Archives. 
1 3 1  Harold Meston t o  the Under Secretary, 20 January 1 903, in-letter no. 0427 1 of 1 903, COU l 44, 
Queensland State Archives .
1 32 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, 23 July 1 903, in-letter no. 1 787 of 1 903, 
COU 1 40, Queensland State Archives. 
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Aboriginals in Queensland, instituted a scheme whereby employed Aborigines 
had a percentage of their income deducted as part of a "settlement maintenance 
levy."13-t This levy was to be used to reduce government expenditure on 
Queensland's Aboriginal population. Despite varying rates of wages, all 
employed Aborigines were initially required to pay one shilling towards 
"settlement maintenance."135 In 1 91 0, this system was rearranged, with new 
legislation requiring working Aborigines to contribute twenty percent of  their 
wages. 1 36 This revised legislation prevented workers earning less  than five 
shillings per week from contributing to this fund and capped the maximum 
"settlement maintenance levy" deductible at three shillings . 1 37 In 1 91 6, the 
government altered the 1 91 0  legislation by removing the capped maximum rate 
that was deductible, and began taking twenty percent from the wages of  all 
working Aborigines in Queensland for settlement maintenance. 1 38 
Queensland's desperately under-financed Aboriginal missions and reserves 
were provided \vith a strong financial incentive to find employment for 
indigenous residents as soon as was possible and the government continued to 
1 33 Walter Roth to the Home Secretary, 1 April 1 904, i n-letter no. 58 1 of 1 904, N4468 1 ,  Queensland 
State Archives. 
1 34 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904", Queensland Parliamentarv 
Papers, 1 905, Vol .  I ,  p.765. 
· 
1 35 Ibid. 
1 36 Under Secretary, Home Department, to Barton Brothers, 2 July 1 909, in-letter no. 89 of 1 909, 
COUG236, Queensland State Archives. 
1 37 Ibid. 
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encourage this .  Even after the Second World War had ended, Thomas Foley, 
Queensland's Secretary for Health and Home Affairs, informed the Legislative 
Assembly that no able male workers remained on the Woorabinda reserve 
because their maintenance "cost so much" while they were waiting for future 
employment contracts . 139 
The introduction of the "settlement maintenance" deduction in 1 905 had much 
to do with the government continuing to push Aboriginal people out into 
service in an attempt to save money. Roth recorded in 1 906 that several 
Aboriginal girls from the Barambah Aboriginal settlement were to be placed in 
domestic service positions in Brisbane because this would enable them to earn 
"a little money" and would serve the purpose of removing them from "a life of 
comparative indolence."140 The desire of the Queensland government to avoid 
funding Aborigines on missions resulted in very young Aboriginal children 
being placed in employment situations. In 1 906, Roth allowed a five-year-old 
boy and a two-year-old girl to begin employment, rather than incur the "great 
1 38 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 9 1 5", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 9 1 6, Vol . 3, p . 1 732.
BIJ Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 946- 1 947, Vol . 1 87, p.2037-204 1 .  
1 40 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 906", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 907, Vol . 2, p. 1 263.
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expense" of their removal to a mission station. 1 41 Such actions provide a clear 
indication of government priorities . 
Roth's replacement as Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Richard Howard, was 
even more concerned with reducing expenditure on Queensland's indigenous 
population than his predecessor. In 1 907 � Howard arranged for eleven children 
who had been sent to the Deebing Creek reserve at Ipswich to go out to 
employment with "respectable people" in order to save the government the £6 
1 Os Od per year it was paying for them to stay on the reserve and receive 
schooling.142 Howard argued that his decision would result in the children 
becoming "obedient and useful" and that he had made his decision "with a 
view to administering my Department in as economical manner as possible."143 
Howard sent children out to service, even when their parents protested against 
his actions. In one 1 907 case, Howard ignored a plea from an Aboriginal 
mother to return her son who had been taken to Sydney with his employer. 
Despite the mother pleading that "although black in colour our hearts go after 
1 4 1  Walter Roth to the Home Secretary, "Progress Report of the Chief Protector of Aborigines" , 
5 January 1 906, [ in-letter no. not provided] ,  A/589 1 2, Queensland State Archives. 
142 Richard Howard to the Under Secretary, Home Secretary's  Office, 22 February 1 907, in-letter no.
347 of 1 907, A/694 1 8, Queensland State Archives. 
143 Ibid. 
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our boys and girls as naturally as the whites", 144 Howard displayed his arrogance 
by maintaining that he alone knew what was best for the child. One year later, 
Howard continued to maintain that it was in the financial interests of the state 
to ensure that all Aborigines who were able to work were employed. He 
argued that "in the care of the [A]borigines much spoon-feeding has been 
practised" but that employment represented a means of reducing Aboriginal 
dependency upon the government and charities. This considered, Howard 
reported that "with this end in view it has been, and is still, the endeavour of 
the Department to obtain employment for each and every individual."145 
Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves became highly dependent on 
that proportion of Aboriginal wages they received. As Raymond Evans and 
Joanne Scott have adeptly explained, for much of the twentieth century, to a 
large extent, Queensland's indigenous population "were increasingly supplying 
the official expenditure set aside for their only dismally imposed segregation 
and repression."146 Aboriginal missions and reserves in Queensland were 
particularly reliant on Aboriginal wages because the Queensland government 
1 44 George Beckett to Mr. Costin,  Office of Protection of Aborigines, 2 1  August 1 907, in-letter no. 
243 1 of 1 907, A/694 1 8, Queensland State Archives. 
1 45 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals  for 1 908", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 909, Vol . 2, p.974. 
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provided these instinitions with a substantially lower subsidy for the care of 
Aboriginal children than that provided to orphanages caring for European 
children. Archibald tvleston, the main architect behind Queensland's Aboriginal 
Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Ad of1 897, had argued as early as 
1 900 that Aboriginal children in state care required less funding than European 
children in the same situation. J\Ieston contended that the cost of supporting 
an Aboriginal child on one of the reserves or missions "ought not to be more 
than one-fifth or certainly one-fourth, that of the charge at the orphanages ."147 
Meston did not elaborate on the reasoning behind his fiscal estimation but his 
assertion provided the basis for government financial policy. 
In 1 905, Walter Roth remarked on the significant difference in funding 
provided for Europeans and Aboriginal children in the state. Roth explained 
that the government provided Aboriginal missions with 2s . 6d. per week for the 
care of Aboriginal girls until they reached thirteen years of age and Aboriginal 
boys until they rea�hed twelve years of age. 148 Comparatively, Roth pointed out 
that instinitions for the care of European children were receiving 7s. per week 
1 46 Raymond Evans and Joanne Scott, .. 'Fal len Among Thieves"' : Aboriginal Labour and State 
Control in  Inter-war Queensland" in Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds . ,  with J ack:ie Huggins, 
Aboriginal Workers (Sydney: Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995) ,  p. I J 5.1 47 Archibald Meston to the Colonial Secretary, 7 July 1 900, in-letter no. 08655 of 1 900, COU l 40,
Queensland State Archives. 
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per child from the government. 149 Roth explained that the subsidy for 
Aboriginal children stopped when the children reached twelve or thirteen 
because the "labour of such children" in the wider community would garner 
wages, of which missions and reserves would receive a proportion. 1 50 Roth 
considered that this "might then fairly be considered remunerative" to the 
institutions . 1 51 
The lack of funding provided by the government for Aboriginal missions and 
reserves resulted in these institutions becoming highly dependent on 
deductions from Aboriginal wages . In 1 938, John Bleakley, then the Chief 
Protector of  Aboriginals in Queensland, provided an indication of just how 
important Aboriginal wages were to Aboriginal missions and reserves . Bleakley 
recorded that the total cost for supporting and protecting indigenous 
Queensland residents, including funding provided to missions and reserves, 
was £300,000 for that year. He observed that £280,000 or 80 per cent of the 
total cost came from deductions from indigenous wages.1 52 Further evidence 
of just how miserly government subsidies were can be gathered from a letter 
148 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 905",  Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, l 906, Vol . 2, p.925. 
149 Ibid. 
1 50 Ibid. 
1 5 1  Ibid. 
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written in 1 940 to Bleakley from Dan Brown, Secretary of the Presbyterian 
Church, which ran four missions near the Gulf of Carpentaria. Brown 
complained that the government allowance provided to these missions was the 
extremely frugal sum of £2400 per year for 1 600 people, which amounted to 
the grand total of one penny per head per day. 1 53 
Missionary and government officials expected Aboriginal children residing on 
missions and reserves to begin working as domestic servants and pastoral 
workers in the outside community as soon as they were physically able to do so. 
Accordingly, these institutions placed a low priority on indigenous education. 
Well into the twentieth century, Aboriginal children were receiving only a very 
basic education on missions and reserves . In 1 904, Roth informed the Under 
Secretary of Lands that no school was provided for the children at the 
Barambah settlement, even though "some of the parents themselves are 
anxious that their children should be taught something."154 In 1 922, Bleakley, 
then the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, acknowledged that these institutions 
were not designed to cater for the education needs of Aborigines who had 
1 52 J. W. Bleakley to the Home Secretary, "Memorandum" (suggested system of taxation or changes 
to partly meet the cost of Native Administration), 29 September 1 932 [in-letter no. not provided] , A/589 1 5, 
Queensland State Archives. 
1 53 Dan A. Brown Secretary of Missions, Presbyterian Church, Australi a, to the Director of Native
Affairs, Brisbane, 5 July 1 940, in-letter no. 0 1 764 of 1 940, N58862, Queensland State Archives. 
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passed adolescence. He informed the Home Secretary that "we have no better 
provision for [Aboriginal girls] in the adolescent stage, than placing them out 
into domestic service."155 
A government report from 1 928 on Barambah settlement confirms that 
Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves concentrated primarily on 
training indigenous children in menial labour instead of educating them once 
they had reached adolescence. 1 56 Aboriginal children who achieved academically 
were still presented with no other option but to begin labouring for Europeans .  
One woman, who was educated at Palm Island, remembered striving for and 
succeeding at examinations, just to be told that she was only fit to perform 
station labour. She recalls that "our education was really to train us to be 
domestics and to take orders."1 57 In 1 93 1 ,  Bleakley indicated that children 
resident on Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves were only receiving 
"simple manual and domestic training."158 In 1 932, a government report on the 
1 54 Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Lands, 1 6  February 1 904, in-letter no. 229 of 1 904, Af589 1 l ,
Queensland State Archives . 
1 55 1. W. Bleakley to the Home Secretary, 1 3  June 1 922, in-letter no. 05034 of 1 922, HOM/143 1 ,
Queensland State Archives . 
1 56 1 .  B .  Freeman to the Home Secretary, 3 November 1 928, in-letter no. 8208 of 1 928, HOM/1692, 
Queensland State Archives . 
1 57 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home: Report of the National 
Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children From Their Families 
(Sydney: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1 997),  p. 1 7 1 .
1 58 John Bleakley, The Half-Caste Aborigines of North and Central Australia: Suggestions Towards 
Solving the Problem (Sydney: Association for the Protection of Native Races, 1 93 1  ), p. l 0. 
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standard of education provided at Palm Island warned that government 
officials should not anticipate anything but an adverse report by the Education 
Department's Inspector of Schools . 1 59 Certainly, education was given very little 
formal attention on Queensland's Aboriginal reserves and missions. J .  l\I. P. 
Long has explained that it was not until 1 953 that the top grade of education 
provided on Aboriginal missions and reserves was lifted from the standard of 
Grade Four to Grade Seven in the Queensland primary school system. 1 60 
Jackie Huggins and Thom Blake have explored the lowly education that 
Queensland's Aboriginal missions and reserves provided and have concluded 
that "male and female children reared in reserves and mission dormitories were 
putposefully schooled with an inferior educational syllabus which prepared 
them for lowly, gender specific tasks."1 6 1 It is important to note that these 
institutions trained male and female Aboriginal children in different types o f  
labour. A s  Chapter Five and Chapter Six will argue, female children were
predominantly trained to undertake domestic service duties whilst male 
Aboriginal children were largely trained to undertake pastoral and agricultural 
1 59 "Report on the Aboriginal Settlements at Palm Island, Cherbourg and Woorabinda and Aboriginal 
Missions at Yarrabah and Mona Mona", [undated and in- letter no. provided] N589 1 5, Queensland State 
Archives. 
1 60 Long, Aboriginal Settlements, p. l 00. 
1 6 1  Jackie Huggins and Thom Blake, "Protection or Persecution? Gender Relations in  the Era of
Racial Segregation" in Kay Saunders and Raymond Evans, eds . ,  Gender Relations in Australia: 
Domination or Negotiation (Sydney: Harcourt, Brace & Company, 1 992), p .50. 
occupations . A further study by Raymond Evans and Joanne Scott has
confirmed this po in t. 1 62
Aboriginal missions and reserves placed a high priority on separating 
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indigenous children from their parents and retraining them in manual labour. 
l\fany Aboriginal people recall their forcible separation from their parents and 
their subsequent retraining in manual labour on Aboriginal missions and 
reserves. The Bringing Them Home report of the National Inquiry into the 
Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their 
Families, cites one Aboriginal woman who lived on the Palm Island reserve 
remembering that "the day we turned five we were taken off our mother. Girls 
were put in another dormitory with other girls."163 Henry Fourmile, who grew 
up on Yarrabah mission, asserts that children on that mission were taken from 
their parents and placed in separate dormitories when they reached ten years of 
age. He states that "we were taken off our parents forcibly. It was a very sad 
day. I cried for about a week after."164 Nellie Sheridan, who was separated 
from her parents at Barambah, has described the process as being "really 
1 62 Raymond Evans and Joanne Scott, "The Moulding of Menials: The Making of the Aboriginal 
Female Domestic Servant in Early Twentieth Century Queensland", Hecate, Vol . 22, No. I ( 1 996); p. 1 40-
1 57. 
1 63 
164 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home, p.74.  
"Henry Fourmi le" in Rintoul , ed . ,  The Wailing, p. 1 1 4. 
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cruel."165 The separation of Aboriginal children from Aboriginal adults was a 
central policy of almost all Aboriginal missions in Queensland until well after 
the Second World War. The Aurukun, Barambah, 166 Dee bing Creek, 1 67
Doomadgee, 1fapoon, 1 68 Palm Island, Woorabinda and Y arrabah missions all 
practised this policy of separation. 169 
Once Queensland's Aboriginal reserves and missions held a large proportion of 
the state's indigenous population, Anglo-Australians began to use these 
institutions as labour resenroirs . Almost as soon as the Queensland government 
formally regulated the employment of Aborigines in the state in 1 897, settlers 
were writing to government officials and missionaries requesting Aboriginal 
labour. In 1 898, Archibald !vleston informed the Home Secretary that 
Europeans living as far away as New South Wales and Victoria were writing to 
him, "asking for young blacks." 170 Meston himself frequently arranged for such 
labour orders to be met. 171 Bowman Johnson, who lived on Barambah reserve,
1 6.5 
1 66 
1 67 
1 68 
1 69 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home, p. 1 98 .  
"Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 906", p. 1 276. 
Ibid. , p. 1 279. 
Ibid., p. 1 275. 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home, p.75 . 1 70 Archibald Mes ton to the Home Secretary, 1 8  Apri l 1 898, in-letter no. 5 1 20 of 1 898, COL/ 1 40,
Queensland State Archives . 
1 7 1  Archibald Meston to  the Under Secretary, Home Secretary's  Department, 16  February 1 900, in-
letter no. 02378 of 1 900, A/ 1 5992, Queensland State Archives. 
has described the way that Europeans "used to write into the settlement for 
workers . They would write letters from all over the place." 1 72 
l\farnie Kennedy, who grew up on Palm Island, has explained how blatantly 
Europeans relied on that particular reserve to supply them with labour. She 
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remembers that "sometimes when people wanted girls to work for them, they 
would come over with the tourists and pick who they wanted."173 The same 
sort of practice was conducted at the Deebing Creek reserve. In 1 91 2, one 
potential employer wrote to the Chief Protector, reporting that she had "called 
into the [Deebing Creek] reserve and saw several girls there" and that one 
twelve year old girl in particular had struck her as a desirable employee. 1 74 The 
Chief Protector of Aboriginals received a plentiful supply of applications for 
Aboriginal child labour with demand exceeding the available supply. This is 
confirmed by a letter sent by the Chief Protector of Aboriginals to one 
Queensland settler in 1 91 6. He informed the settler that "we have more 
applications for such servants than we are able to supply."175 The writer Wayne 
King's mother, who was sent out to service as a child from the Deebing Creek 
1 72 Johnson talks to Markus, "Growing up in Queensland" in Chapman and Read, eds. ,  Terrible Hard 
Biscuits, p.220. 
1 73 Marnie Kennedy, Born a half-caste (Canberra: Australi an Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 985), 
r..20. 
74 C.A. Prouse, Mount Larcow, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 9 August 1 9 1 2, in-letter no. 
06 1 O of 1 9 1 2, A/58666, Queensland State Archives. 
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reserve, which was then known as Purga, remembers that "any white person 
who wanted help around the place only had to apply to the Department of 
Native Affairs."176 Blake demonstrates the way that the Barambah Aboriginal 
settlement functioned as a labour reserve for Europeans and concludes that 
one superintendent of Barambah, Albert Tronson, spent the majority of his 
time dealing with matters relating to the hiring of labour and that he was 
"preoccupied with such duties ."177 
Settlers clearly believed that they could include very precise specifications as 
part of their requests for Aboriginal workers . Usually these details related to the 
age, skin colour and gender of the worker that was to be provided. They felt 
secure in refusing to hire the proposed workers if these requested 
characteristics were not met. In 1 904, a dairy farmer from north Queensland 
refused an offer by Roth to send him a twenty-year-old male, complaining that 
"the boy of twenty is far too old for me. I only want a young boy."1 78 There 
are many examples of Queensland residents asking for workers with particular 
skin colours . In 1 904, H .  C. Sherriff, a dairy farmer from Chinchilla, wrote to 
1 7.5 Chief Protector of Aboriginals to F. A. Chardon, Dingo Hotel , Dingo, 1 6  March 1 9 1 6, i n-letter no. 
733 of 1 9 1 6, N58666, Queensland State Archives. 
1 76 Wayne King, Black Hours (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1 996), p. 1 99.
1 77 Thom Blake, A Dumping Ground: Barambah Aboriginal Settlement 1 900-40, Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Queensland, 1 99 1 ,  p.2 1 8 . 
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the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, requesting a "quiet half-caste boy of 
thirteen or fourteen years of age."179 In 1 907, H. Cox, from Hendra on the 
outskirts of Brisbane, wrote to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, requesting 
"four or five half-caste or quadron [sic] boys about twelve years old, suitable 
for stable work."1 80 In 1 908, 1\Irs. Hill wrote to the Barambah Aboriginal 
settlement, requesting "a half-caste child" for use as a domestic servant. As 
]\frs. Hill did not specify "whether she required a male or female" it took some 
time before her request was processed and a ten-year-old year girl was sent to 
her. 1 81 In 1 91 8, l\.fr. R. Byrne from Roma wrote to the his local Protector of
Aboriginals, requesting that "one of the settlements" send out "a  half-caste or 
full-blooded Aboriginal girl between the ages of 1 5  and 1 8  years to assist my 
wife."1 82 In 1 926, one settler wrote to the Superintendent of Palm Island, 
requesting "the services of  a young Aboriginal or half-caste gin aged about 
sixteen-years-old. "183 
1 78 E. North to W. Roth, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 24 May 1 904, in-letter no. I O  1 5  of 1 904,
Af589 l l ,  Queensland State Archives . 
1 79 H.  C. Sherri ff, Meadow Farm, Chinchilla, to W. Roth, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 1 3  March
1 904, in-letter no. 56 1 of 1 904, Af589 1 I ,  Queensland State Archives.
1 80 H. Cox, Hendra, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 3 January 1 907, in-letter no. 4 of 
1 907, Af694 l 8, Queensland State Archives. 
1 11 1  R. Howard to the Under Secretary, 20 August 1 908, in-letter no.  09830 of 1 908, HOM/138, 
Queensland State Archives.
1 82 R. Byrne to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Roma, 6 February 1 9 1 8 , in-letter no. 24 of I 9 I 8 ,
POU5NG2, Queensland State Archives. 
1 83 Protector of Aboriginals, Cardwell ,  to the Superintendent, Palm Island, 1 2  March 1 926, in-letter 
no. 30 of 1 926, CPS l 2J/W9, Queensland State Archives. 
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If Europeans did not write directly to various missions requesting labour, 
mission superintendents or Protectors of Aboriginals would often attempt to 
find employment for children themselves. There are numerous examples of 
missionary superintendents writing to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 
informing him that they had Aboriginal children residing on their settlements 
who were able to perform work in the wider community. Robert l\1orrison, the 
superintendent of Deebing Creek reserve, frequently took it upon himself to 
find outside employment for young Aboriginal children. In 1 906, he sent 
eleven of the twenty-four children living on the reserve out to service. The 
youngest child :Morrison sent out was a seven-year-old girl . 1 84 The majority of 
the children left on the reserve by J\;f orris on were under the age of five years.
In 19 10, l\forrison wrote to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, arguing that "a 
big strong girl", twelve years of age, who was living on the reserve, should "be 
placed out to service." 185 In another letter, written in 1 91 2, I\1orrison drew the 
attention of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals to the case of  a young child who 
was "twelve years of age and is a s trong girl and able for service."186 Albert 
Tronson, superintendent of Barambah Aboriginal reserve, also wrote to the 
1 114 Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, to H. Foote, Secretary of the Deebing Creek Committee,
IEswich, 1 3  September 1 906, in-letter no. 1 536 of 1 906, A/694 1 8, Queensland State Archives. 1 5 Robert Morrison to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 5 January 1 9 1  O, in-letter no. 00863 of
1 9 1 0, A/58666 (Restricted), Queensland State Archives . 
1 86 Robert Morrison to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 9 May 1 9 1 2, in-letter no. 08787 of J 9 1 2,
A/58666, Queensland State Archives. 
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Chief Protector of Aboriginals when he considered that children were "old 
enough and fit enough to go into service."1 87 This evidence reveals that age 
and physical capability were the only attributes considered by Queensland's 
government officials and missionaries when sending children out to service. 
The desire of the children themselves to enter the workforce, or their 
capabilities, interests and temperament were not taken into account. 
Employment arrangements were usually made between European employers 
and mission agents or government officials . Aboriginal children were not 
allowed to choose whether they wished to accept working agreements . Instead 
they were presented with no other option but to begin performing labour for 
Europeans at a time deemed suitable by European officials . Wayne King's 
mother remembers that she didn't want to go out to service from the Purga 
reserve but that she "had no choice . . .  you had no say in it at all ."188 An 
Aboriginal woman who was sent out to labour as a child from a Queensland 
mission in the 1 940s described the unfree nature of this process .  She explained 
that "when I was thirteen I started contract work. I did not ask to go to work. 
The white officials just told us we had to go to work and they wrote out a 
1 87 Chief Protector of Aboriginals to Mrs. Macnish, Dunrobin Station via Jericho, 1 2  Apri l 1 9 1 7, in-
letter no. 748 of 1 9 1 7, A/69776, Queensland State Archives. 
1 88 King, Black Hours, p. 1 99. 
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contract for us. 1 89 IYiarnie Kennedy has described how she entered the 
European workforce after the matron at Palm Island stormed into the 
donnitory, yelling, 'you get your things packed and be on the boat at 8.00am. '1 90 
She remembers being frightened and stunned, with no idea of  where she was 
being sent. 
Nellie Founnile experienced a similar entry into the European workforce as a 
fourteen-year-old. She recalls that "at Woorabinda, I was in the dormitory, like 
here, and they would just say, 'Nellie, you've got to go to work. ' No questions 
asked, just sign for twelve months."191 Noel Blair, who grew up on the 
Barambah mission, which was later renamed Cherbourg, has described a similar 
unfree experience. "I was fifteen when I started work. They just  grabbed me 
and put me on a job."192 Rita Huggins, who also grew up on Cherbourg 
mission, has explained how Aboriginal parents were given no opportunity to 
prevent the employment of their children. She asserts that "when children 
were sent out to work it was never discussed with the parents . They were just 
1 89 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home, p. 1 65. 
1 90 Marnie Kennedy, interviewed by Dawn May, 23 November J 983, Dawn May Private CoJ Jection, 
Cairns, Queensland. 
1 9 1 "Nell ie Sheridan" in Rintoul ,  ed., The Wailing, p.200. 
1 92 "Noel Blair" in Rintoul , ed . ,  The Wailing, p.35 1 .  
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told, 'Rita is going to Charleville next week."'1 93 She explains that "we had no 
choice where we went or what we did. "194 
Europeans had not compunctions about sending Aboriginal children back to 
missions and reserves when they no longer wished to employ them. In 1 903, 
Walter Roth lamented that Europeans were using Aboriginal reserves and 
missions as labour depots and were both obtaining and disposing of labour 
through these institutions. Roth asserted that mission stations were being used 
as "registry offices" and "dumping grounds for blacks whose services their 
employers deem it inconvenient any longer to retain."195 In 1 96 1 ,  another one 
of Queensland's Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Bleakley, made a related
comment, explaining that in Queensland's past, European employers had used 
Queensland's Aboriginal missions as a "dumping ground[s] or place[s] of 
punishment for servants who had become recalcitrant or fallen into trouble."196 
The reasons Europeans provided for sending back Aboriginal children to these 
institutions varied. Most often, Europeans sent Aboriginal children back to 
missions and reserves because they did not approve of their conduct or because 
1 93 
1 94 
195 
1 96 
Huggins and Huggins, Auntie Rita, p.36. 
Ibid., p.37. 
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 903",  p.858.  
John Bleakley, The Aborigines of Australia (Brisbane: The Jacaranda Press, 1 96 1  ), p. 1 33. 
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girls had fallen pregnant while in service. In 1 901 , Walter Roth described the 
situation of Nada, a fourteen-year-old girl who had been employed for the past 
four years by a woman who had wanted to adopt her. Nada had become 
pregnant, had been abandoned by her employer and was being forwarded to an 
Aboriginal mission.1 97 In 1 9 1 1 ,  an Aboriginal boy named Jerry was handed 
over to the police with a request that he be sent to a mission after his employer 
no longer required his services . 1 98 Nellie Sheridan has described how she was 
sent back to Woorabinda mission after a confrontation with a European. "I got 
sent back to Woorabinda in 1 935, for back-answering an old nurse. You 
couldn't back-answer a white person in those days. I just had a few words to 
her and the following week I was in Woorabinda. That was the whole 
trouble."199 
When Europeans sent their Aboriginal workers back to reserves and missions, 
the cost was almost always deducted from Aboriginal wages. In 1 904, Walter 
Roth described the situation of Deborah, a ten-year-old Aboriginal girl who 
had been employed at Burketown. Deborah's employer had been violent 
towards her and she was subsequently removed from her employment situation 
197 Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, 3 September 1 90 1 ,  i n-letter no. 1 46 1 0 of 1 90 1 ,  N44679,
Queensland State Archives. 
1 98 Pol ice Department, Towns vil le, Register of Incoming Correspondence, 1 5  Apri l 1 9 1 1 - 1 2
January 1 9 1 2, POL I I /B J ,  Queensland State Archives.
to the 1\tfapoon mission. Roth was careful to emphasise that the balance of 
wages that Deborah had in her bank account was not given to her but was 
authorised to be paid to the Mapoon mission. 200
While missions and reserves were indisputably the main providers of 
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indigenous child labour for Europeans during this period, Europeans requiring 
indigenous child labour did have other ways of meeting their labour 
requirements . These methods were equally unfree. Many settlers continued to 
petition members of the state's police force to supply them with Aboriginal 
child labour. In 1 900, Walter Roth described the situation of a four-year-old 
girl, who had been sent by police to employment with a publican after the 
death of her mother "from gross unkindness and ill-usage" by another 
European.201 Also in 1 900, Roth drew attention towards the experiences of a 
fifteen-year-old girl, who had been abused and treated as slave by her employer, 
"to whom she had originally been given by the police."202 There are also a 
1 99 "Nell ie Sheridan" in Rintoul, ed. ,  The Wailing, p.200. 
200 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, l 905, Vol. l ,  p.759. 
201 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 900", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 90 1 ,  Vol .  4, Part 2, p. 1 1 36.
202 Ibid. 
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number of cases of police magistrates using the labour of Aboriginal children 
themselves. 203 
An examination of the methods by which Aboriginal children entered the 
European workforce after the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction 
of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 elicits one principal conclusion. There were three 
main ways that these children entered the European workforce and none of 
these can be described as  free. The vast majority of Aboriginal children 
employed between 1 897 and 1945 entered the European economy when the 
missions and reserves that they had legally been compelled to reside on sent 
them out to service. A sizeable proportion of indigenous child workers also 
began their working lives after they had been kidnapped. Even those Aboriginal 
children who avoided being rounded up and sent to missions and reserves or 
who escaped being kidnapped, did not select to enter the European workforce. 
Instead, these children resided on fringe-camps or on properties, where they 
were employed at the command of Europeans through the unfree 'letting' in 
policy. Consequently, it is not possible to discuss the voluntary entry of 
indigenous child workers into the European economy between 1 897 and 1 945. 
203 See for example, Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, 1 1  January 1 902, in-Jetter no. 00532 of 
1 902, COUl 44,  Queensland State Archives and 26 June 1 900, in-letter no. 1 0526 of 1 900, N58752, 
Queensland State Archives . 
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The entry of these child workers into the European economy remained as 
unfree as it had in the earlier colonial period. Outside forces still dictated the 
entry of these Aboriginal child workers into the European economy and the 
unfree status of these children continued to closely resemble that of slaves. 
237 
CHAPTER FIVE 
Abori g i nal  ch i ld labour i n  the field of domestic service, 
1 842-1 945 
I remember the expectation on all girls that they fulfil roles as domestic 
servants . We had no choice where we went or what we did. My first 
job was from dawn until the late hours of the evening, a daily routine of 
cleaning, washing, ironing, preparing food and caring for the children. 
Rita Huggins in Rita Huggins and Jackie Huggins, Auntie Rita (Canberra: 
Aboriginal Studies Press for the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
Studies, 1 994) ,  p.37 .  
Domestic service was the largest single field of employment for Aboriginal 
children in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. This type of labour was 
physically rigorous, emotionally draining and low paying. 1 It was an 
overwhelmingly female occupation� with the demographic composition of 
the Aboriginal child workforce in this field reflecting this. While historians 
have explored the working lives of Aboriginal domestic servants in some 
See for example, Beverley Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann: Women 
and Work in Australia (West Melbourne: Thomas Nelson Australia, 1 975), p.29-55;  Margaret 
Barbalet, Far From A Low Gutter Girl. The forgotten world of state wards: South A ustralia I 887- 1 940 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1 983), p.27-5 1 ;  J i l l  Matthews, Good and mad women: The 
historical construction of femininity in twentieth century A ustralia (Sydney: George Allen & Un w i n,
1 984 ), p.65-7 1 ;  Michael Gi lding, The Making and Breaking of the Australian Family (North Sydney: 
Allen & Unwin, 1 99 1 ), p.32-39; Helen Hamley, The Limits of Choice: White Women, their work and
labour activism in  Queensland factories and shops, MA Qualifying thesis, Universi ty of Queensland, 
1 992, p.6 and Margaret Anderson, "Good Strong G irls:  Colonial Women and Work" in Kay Saunders 
and Raymond Evans, eds., Gender Relations in Australia: Domination and Negotiation (Marrickvi l le,  
New South Wales:  Harcourt Brace & Company, 1 992), p.23 1 -236.
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detail and have revealed that these workers were oppressed by the dual 
categories of race and gender,2 the impact that age had on the experiences of 
Aboriginal domestic servants has yet to be considered. Up to a third of 
Aboriginal domestic servants employed in Queensland in this period were 
under the age of eighteen and thus could be classified as children. A strong 
argument can be made that these workers were amongst the most vulnerable 
in Queensland's history, as their race, gender and age made them particularly 
susceptible to exploitation and left them powerless in a situation that closely 
paralleled slavery.3 
This chapter appraises the experiences of Aboriginal children employed as 
domestic servants in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. In the first 
instance, it conducts a detailed examination of the demographic 
composition of this workforce and finds that the bulk of Aboriginal children 
who worked in this capacity were female and that the average age of 
children employed in the nineteenth century in this capacity tended to be 
younger than those employed in the twentieth century. Following this 
demographic analysis, the chapter then undertakes a detailed examination of 
2 The situation in Queensland has been explored in the following pieces of work: Jackie 
Huggins, " 'Firing On in the Mind' : Aboriginal Domestic Servants in the Inter-War Years", Hecate, 
Vol . 1 3, No. 2 ( 1 987- 1 988), p.5-23 ;  Jackie Huggins, "White Aprons, B lack Hands:  Aboriginal 
Domestic Servants in Queensland" in Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds. with Jackie Huggins, 
Aboriginal Workers (Sydney: Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995), p . 1 88- 1 95 ;  
Joanne Scott, 'Generic Resemblances' ?  Women and Work in  Queensland, 1 9 1 9- 1 939, Ph. D. thesi s, 
University of Queensland, 1 995, p. 1 73-222. and Raymond Evans and Joanne Scott, "The Moulding of 
Menials :  The Making of Aboriginal Domestic Servants in Early Twentieth Century Queensland", 
Hecate, Vol. 22, No. I ( 1 996), p. 1 40- 1 57 . 
3 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Perspective (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts : Harvard University Press, 1 982),  p.27. 
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the type of work that .Aboriginal children employed as domestic servants 
were expected to perform. It considers the experiences of these Aboriginal 
child workers and finds that they were engaged in a fundamentally 
exploitative employment situation. 
Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants did not have 
their employment situations monitored by the state. Almost all of these 
young workers were over-worked, underpaid, not given an education and 
were not provided with the basic necessities of life. Many of these workers 
suffered long-term psychological damage after their European employers 
denied them access to their families and traditional culture. Furthermore, the 
physical, sexual and emotional abuse of these young Aboriginal domestic 
servants was commonplace. Despite the obvious power imbalance between 
adult European employers and Aboriginal child workers, young Aboriginal 
domestic servants used a variety of creative mechanisms to resist European 
domination. This chapter considers these strategies of resistance and their 
ultimate success  or failure. Ultimately, the chapter concludes that 
Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants in Queensland 
between 1 842 and 1 945 were trapped in a powerless situation that closely 
resembled slavery.4 
4 For debate on relations of domination and power being central to understandings of slavery 
see Robert A. Padgug, "Problems i n  the Theory of Slavery and Slave Society", Science and Society, 
Vol . 40, No. I {Spring 1 976), p .3-27 ; Orlando Patterson, "On Slavery and slave formations", New left 
Review, No. 1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p.3 1 -67 ; Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p . 1 - 1 4 and 
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Historians are becoming increasingly conscious of the contribution that 
Aboriginal workers made to the field of domestic service in Queensland. 
This trend is attributable to both a growing interest in the participation of 
women workers and Aboriginal workers in the state's economy and an 
increasing awareness that domestic service was the principal field of 
employment available to Aboriginal women. Ann McGrath was one of the 
first historians to suggest that Aboriginal women workers occupied a 
uniquely subjugated position in Australia's past in an article she wrote on 
Aboriginal women workers in the Northern Territory between 1 9 1 1 and 
1 939.5 In 1 982, Raymond Evans noted that Aboriginal women had also 
historically occupied a particularly oppressed position in Queensland. 6 The 
situation of Queensland's Aboriginal women workers has since been 
explored by the historians Jackie Huggins and Thom Blake, who have 
investigated the limited occupational choices available to Aboriginal women 
in Queensland's past and have explained that "domestic service was viewed 
in the dominant white ideology as the only fitting vocation for Aboriginal 
Robin Blackburn, "Defining Slavery - Its Special Features and Social Role" in Leonie J. Archer, ed. ,  
Slavery and Other Forms of Unfree Labour (London: Routledge, 1 988), p.262-279. 5 Ann McGrath, .. Aborigi nal Women Workers i n  the Northern Territory, 1 9 1 1 - 1 939", Hecate,
Vol . 4, No. 2 (July 1 978), p.5-25 . 
6 Raymond Evans, '"Don' t  You Remember Black Al ice, Sam Holt?' Aboriginal Women in
Queensland History", Hecate, Vol . 8,  No. 2 ( 1 982), p.7-2 1 .
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women, other than prostitution."7 Huggins, whose mother was employed as 
a young domestic servant, has written several valuable pieces of work which 
evaluate both the ways that Europeans benefited from the employment of 
this labour and the costs that this employment had on Aboriginal lives .  8 A 
number of other historians, including Jennifer Sabbioni,9 Henry Reynolds,10 
Sally Hodson1 1 and Inara Walden12 have also studied the highly valuable 
contribution that Aboriginal domestic servants made to the European 
economy in Australia generally. 
The most recent work relating to Aboriginal domestic servants in 
Queensland has been written by Joanne Scott, who found that domestic 
service was the largest field of employment for Aboriginal women in the 
state between the First and Second World Wars. 1 3  In her study, Scott 
pointed out that these women were faced with both the oppression of 
racism and the oppression of sexism. Raymond Evans and Scott have also 
examined the broader social impetus behind the employment of Aboriginal 
7 Jackie Huggins and Thom Blake, "Protection or Persecution? Gender Relations i n  the Era of 
Racial Segregation" in Saunders and Evans, eds.,  Gender Relations in Australia: Domination and 
Negotiation, p.52. 
8 Huggins, '"Firing On in the Mind ' :  Aboriginal Domestic Servants i n  the Inter-War Years", 
p.5.23. and Huggins, "White Aprons, Black Hands: Aboriginal Domestic Servants in Queensland" i n
McGrath and Saunders, eds., with Huggins, Aboriginal Workers, p. 1 88- 1 95 .  
9 Jennifer Sabbioni ,  "I Hate Working For White People", Hecate, Vol . 1 9, No. 2 ( 1 993), p .7-29. 
10  Henry Reynolds, With the white people: The crucial role of Aborigines in the exploration and 
development of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, I 992), p .207-2 I 3 .
1 1  Sal ly Hodson, "Nyungars and Work: Aboriginal Experiences in the Rural Economy o f  the 
Great Southern Region of Western Australia", Aboriginal History, Vol . 1 7, Part 2 ( 1 993), p .73-92. 
12  Inara Walden, '"That Was Slavery Days ' :  Aboriginal Domestic Servants in  New South Wales 
in the Twentieth Century" in  McGrath and Saunders, eds. with Huggins, Aboriginal Workers, p . 1 96-
209. 
1 3  Scott, 'Generic Resemblances?' Women and Work in  Queensland, p . 1 8 1 .
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women as domestic servants and have explained that, for the last half of the 
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, the 
Queensland government sponsored a system of education which presented 
domestic service as the main vocation which female Aboriginal children 
could aspire to. 14 
Recent autobiographies and primary accounts by Aboriginal women who 
were employed as domestic servants have also greatly enriched 
contemporary understandings of this area. l\farnie K�ennedy's recollections 
of her experiences as a young domestic servant in Queensland in the 1 940s 
have captured both the vulnerability of these young workers and the huge 
demands that were placed on them by their European employers . 1 5  
Similarly, the memories of Rita Huggins, who was sent out to domestic 
service from Cherbourg Aboriginal mission at fourteen years of age, also 
reveal the intense vulnerability of young Aboriginal domestic servants and 
the way that European employers did not hesitate to take advantage of 
thi 1 6s .  
The demographic composition of the Aboriginal domestic service 
workforce reflects broader societal understandings of the work of men and 
14  Evans and Scott, "The Moulding of Menials :  The Making of Aboriginal Female Domestic 
Servants in Early Twentieth Century Queensland", p . 1 40- 1 57 .  
1 5  Kennedy, Born a half-caste, p.20-26 .
1 6  Rita Huggins and Jackie Huggins, A untie Rita (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press for the 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 99. 
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women that were in operation in Queensland in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. Domestic service was an occupation highly segregated by 
gender, with the great bulk of these workers being 
female. 1 7  The composition of the Aboriginal workforce in this field reflects 
this gender divide. This was confirmed in 1 920, when the Queensland 
government undertook a sutvey of Aboriginal workers employed in the field 
of domestic service in the state and found that almost all of these workers 
were female. 1 8 
Other statistics relating to the gender of Aboriginal workers in this field 
between 1 842 and 1 945 confirm that almost all these workers were female. 
The composition of the Aboriginal child workforce similarly reflected this 
gender divide, with almost all workers being female (see Chart 5 . 1) .  When
considering the experiences of these domestic servants, it is important to be 
aware of the particular form of oppression that these women experienced as 
a result of their gender. 1 9  Evans has studied the position of Aboriginal 
women in Queensland society in this period and has proven that these 
women were confronted with both racism and sexism.20 Dawn May has also 
1 7  Matthews, Good and Mad Women, p.65 and Helen Hamley, The Limits o f  Choice : White 
Women, their work and labour activism in  Queensland factories and shops 1 880s to 1 920, MA 
Qual i fying thesis, Universi ty of Queensland, 1 992, p.6. 
18  "Returns of Aboriginals and Half-Caste Females in Employment i n  1 920" [date and in-letter 
no. not provided] ,  A/589 1 2, Queensland State Archives. 
1 9  McGrath has studied the dual forms of oppression that Aboriginal women workers 
experienced in the Northern Territory. See McGrath, "Aboriginal Women Workers in the Northern 
Territory, 1 9 1 1 - 1 939", p.5-25. 
20 Raymond Evans, " 'Don' t  You Remember Black Al ice, Sam Holt?' Aboriginal Women i n  
Queensland History", Hecate, Vol . 8 ,  No. 2 ( 1 9 82), p.7 . 
244 
explained that Aboriginal women workers in nineteenth century Queensland 
were confronted with sexual pressures as well as labour demands.2 1  
While almost all Aboriginal domestic servants were female, a very high 
proportion were also under eighteen years of age and therefore could also be 
classified as children., making them even more vulnerable to exploitation. 
According to the 1 920 survey of Aboriginal domestic servants in 
Queensland, which was undertaken by the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 
John Bleakley, more than one-third of the 524 female Aboriginal domestic 
servants in service in the state in this year were under the age of eighteen 
(see Chart 5.2)22 Statistics for the period from 1 842 to 1 945 reveal that at 
least 448 Aboriginal children under the age of eighteen were recorded as 
being employed as domestic servants (see Chart 5.3) .  This Chart is almost 
certainly a dramatic underestimation of the number of Aboriginal domestic 
servants employed in this period, as European employers were under no 
compulsion to register their Aboriginal employees until 1 897 
2 1  Dawn May, From Bush to Station: Aboriginal labour in the North Queensland Pastoral
Industry 1861- 1897 (Townsville, Queensland: Department of History, James Cook University, 1 983), 
�.78.2 "Returns of Aboriginal and Half-Caste Females in Employment in 1 920" [date and in-letter
no. not provided] ,  A/5 89 1 2, Queensland State Archives. 
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23 This graph was compiled from newspapers, archival sources and published sources. A full 
listing of each source would require several hundred detailed footnotes. A brief listing of the sources 
used follows. Full citations are provided in the text after each mention of an individual case. The 
newspapers used were: the Boomerang, 1 888; Cairns Post, 1 898-191  O; Moreton Bay Courier, 1 852; 
Queensland Figaro, 1 888; and Queenslander, 1 869- 1933. The archival sources included the following 
files from Queensland State Archives: A/3506 1 ;  A/38083; A/43 143; A/43 163;  A/44679; A/44680; 
A/4468 1 ;  A/58045; A/58553; A/58634; A/58643; A/58644; A/58645; A/58646; A/58665; 
AIS8666; A/58679; A/58680; A/5868 1 ;  A/58750; A/5875 1 ;  A/58752; A/589 12; A/58929; A/58930; 
A/69220; A/69223; A/694 17; A/69520; A/6952 1 ;  A/69527; A/69776; A/69920; COUA613;  
COUA7 13;  COU139; COU140; COU144; COU145; CPS 6 C/0 1 5; HOM/J22; HOS 13/1-15;  
HOS 13/17; HOS/13/19; HOS 13/20; HOS 1 3/23-32; HOS 14A/24; POA 9G/l;  POA 13/2; POA 
13/6; POA 13/6 (a); POL 3G/G3; POL 9A/G6; POL 12 FJG2 1 ;  POUJ13; POUJ15;  POL/117; 
POL/J22; POUJ33; POUJ38; QS 480/l (6); QS 485/1 ; QS 5 19/1 ;  QS 629/111 ; The following files 
from the Mitchell Library were used: Ernest Gribble Papers, Australian Board of Missions Further 
Records, ML MSS 4503, Add-on 1 822 16 (6 1). The primary published sources used were: Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, 1 897- 1945 (particularly for the annual reports of the Northern, Southern and 
Chief Protectors of Aboriginals and later, the annual reports of the Director of Native Affairs); 
Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 897- 1900; Eve Mumewa D. Fesl, Conned/ (St Lucia, 
Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1993); Marnie Kennedy, Born a half-caste (Canberra: 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 985: Wayne King, Black Hours (Sydney: Angus & 
Robertson, 1 996); Stuart Rintoul, ed., The Wailing: A National Black Oral History (Port Melbourne, 
Victoria: William Heinemann Australia, 1993); Anthony Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, Vol. 1 
(Melbourne: G. Robertson, 1 873); Arthur James Vogan, The Black Police: A Story of Modern 
Australia (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1 890); Bella Grant interviewed by C. Strahan, 1 976. Black 
Oral History Collection, James Cook University, Townsville. Secondary published material includes: 
F. S. Colliver, From Spear and Musket 1879-1979: Caboolture Centenary (Nambour, Queensland: 
Sunstrip Printers, 1 979) 
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The Aboriginal children who did have their details recorded in the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries most likely only represent a very small 
fraction of the overall Aboriginal child workforce in this field. 
The data available that relates to Aboriginal children employed as domestic 
servants in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945 indicates that the average 
age of these domestic servants tended to be younger in the period before the 
passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 
1 897 (see Chart 5.4 and Chart 5.5) than in the period after the passage of the 
Act in 1897, until after the conclusion of the Second World War. In the 
period from 1 842 to 1 896, the majority of Aboriginal children employed as 
domestic servants were aged from ten to twelve years . Europeans were 
certainly prepared to use extremely young Aboriginal children as domestic 
servants in this period, with the youngest child listed as being employed in 
this period being only three years of age (see Chart 5.4) .  In the period after 
the passage of the 1 897 Act, up until after the Second World War, the 
majority of Aboriginal children employed in this capacity were aged between 
twelve and fourteen years. While the mean age in this period tended to be 
older than it had been in the earlier period, there were two cases of two­
year-old Aboriginal girls being employed as domestic servants in this period 
(see Chart 5.5) .  
Chart 5�224 
Ages of a l l  Aborig i na l  females officia l ly employed i n  
Queensland i n  1 920 
24 Compiled from "Returns of Aboriginal and Half-Caste Females in Employment in 1920" 
(date and in-letter no. not provided], A/58912, Queensland State Archives. 
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Australian historians, in general, have used the term 'domestic service' to 
describe "the provision of household labour by paid employees rather than 
dependents ."28 The occupation was common amongst Australia's female 
population from the start of European settlement up until the middle of the 
twentieth century, when improved technology and wider career options for 
women made the profession redundant.29 The type of household labour 
that European domestic servants were expected to perform in Queensland 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was wide-ranging and 
difficult. 30 Ronald Lawson, in his study of Brisbane society in the 1 890s, has 
explained that European domestic servants were required to wash, iron, 
cook, set the table, wash the dishes, care for children, make repairs, garden 
and chop wood.31 The occupation was generally viewed as being extremely 
unpleasant. The labour leader William Lane claimed that "the life of the 
average domestic servant is repugnant to any girl who is fit to be a 
Queenslander."32 European domestic servants themselves were known to 
view the occupation as something akin to slavery.33 
28 Beverley Kingston, "Domestic Service'' in Graeme Davidson, John Hirst and Stuart 
Macintyre, eds. ,  The Oxford Companion to Australian History (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1 998), p. 1 92. 
29 Ibid. See also Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, p.55. and Matthews, 
Good and Mad Women, p.7 1 .  
30 See Katie Spearitt, The Poverty of Protection: Women and Marriage in Colonial Queensland, 
1 870- 1 900, BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1 988, p. 1 8- 1 9. 
3 1  Ronald Lawson, Brisbane in the 1890s: A Study of a n  Australian Urban Society (St. Lucia, 
Queensland : University of Queensland Press, 1 973), p. 1 35 .  
32 Boomerang (Brisbane), 1 4  June 1 888, p. 1 0. 
33 See for example, Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 1 8  August 1 883, p.595 . and Bulletin 
(Brisbane), 1 9  May 1 894, p. 7. 
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Domestic service was a demanding and difficult profession for European 
women in nineteenth and twentieth century Queensland. It was even more 
arduous for Aboriginal women, however, because the tasks they were 
expected to perform far exceeded those required from European domestic 
servants .3-t As Jackie Huggins has pointed out, as far as Aboriginal workers 
were concerned, the term 'domestic service' was "employed to describe any 
type of labour which was not related to stockwork or tasks outside the 
boundary of the main camp."35 European employers expected Aboriginal 
domestic servants to cook, clean and act as 'nurse-girls ' to their children, just 
like European domestic servants, but also placed other demands upon them, 
including sexual pressures .36 Indeed, Evans and Scott point out that 
Aboriginal domestic servants were "worse paid, more tightly disciplined and 
less well-regarded than their white counterparts."37 
J.J Huggins, "White Aprons, B lack Hands:  Aboriginal Domestic Servants i n  Queensland, p. 1 89.  
McGrath also makes this  point in her study of Aboriginal women workers in  the Northern Territory . 
See McGrath, "Aboriginal Women Workers in the Northern Territory, 1 9 1 1 - 1 939", p.5-25 . 35 Huggins, '"Firing On in the mind ' :  Aboriginal Women Domestic Servants in the Inter-War 
Years", p. 1 2 . 
36 See for example, Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 27 June 1 90 I ,  in-letter no. 1 5 1 20 
of 1 90 I ,  "Aboriginals West of the Warrego", COU 1 43, Queensland State Archives and R. Reside,
Constable, Boulia Sub-District, to the Home Secretary, I 0 December 1 898,  in-letter no. 734 1 of 1 898,
COL/1 43,  Queensland State Archives. Also explored in detai l in Raymond Evans, '"Don' t  You
Remember Black Al ice, Sam Holt?'  Aboriginal Women in Queensland History", Hecate, Vol. 8 ,  No.  2
( 1 982), o,6-2 1 .  
37 Evans and Scott, "The Moulding of Menials :  The Making of the Aborigi nal Female Domestic
Servant in Early Twentieth Century Queensland", p. 1 40. Jennifer Sabbioni makes a similar point 
regarding the experiences of Aboriginal domestic servants in Western Australia in "I Hate Working For
White People' · ,  Hecate, Vol . 1 9, No. 2 ( 1 993), p.7-29.  
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European employers did not treat Aboriginal children who worked as 
domestic servants differently to Aboriginal adult workers . These children 
were still required to cook, clean, wash and perform all the tasks explored 
above. The great majority of Aboriginal children who laboured in this 
capacity were required to mind their employers' children, in spite of their 
own youth. Employed Aboriginal children were required to perform tasks 
that were extremely physically demanding and potentially damaging to their 
physical development.38 There are cases of Aboriginal children employed as 
domestic servants being required to separate milk,39 dig post holes,40 chop 
up the firewood used in a house and fetch the water from the river.41 One 
Aboriginal child, ostensibly employed as a domestic servant, was even made 
to keep goats warm at night by sleeping with them.42 
The demand for young Aboriginal domestic servants was high throughout 
the entire period from 1 842 to 1 945. While no official statistics were 
collated for most of this period, there is much evidence that European 
employers were eager to engage these young servants . In 1 852, only one 
decade after the commencement of free settlement in the J\foreton Bay 
38 Jim McKechnie, Sandy Hobbs and Sandra Lindsay, "Worki ng Children :  The Health and 
Safety Issue", Children and Society, Vol. 1 2, No. I (February 1 998), p.38-47. 
39 Marnie Kennedy, Born a half-caste (Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 
1 985), p .22. 
40 Bil l  Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares: Biographies of Aborigines under the Queensland 
A borigines Act (Canberra: Austral ian I nstitute of Aboriginal Studies, 1 985), p .53.  
4 1  Arthur James Vogan, The Black Police: A Story of Modern Australia (London: Hutchinson & 
Co. , 1 890), p.227 .  
42 Wayne King, Black Hours (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1 996), p. 1 99 .  
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District, the iVloreton BC!J Comier mentioned that an Aboriginal girl at 
�faryborough, aged about eight or nine years, who had been employed as a 
housemaid and nurse-girl had witnessed a murder.43 It is interesting to note 
that the employment of this young Aboriginal child in this capacity was not 
considered unusual enough to warrant further comment. The newspaper 
had only mentioned the Aboriginal child's occupation as part of the general 
reporting of the crime and not because it was atypical. 
As the British pushed into the northern reaches of the state, they started 
employing increasing numbers of Aboriginal children as domestic servants . 
When the English writer, Anthony Trollope, toured Queensland in the 
1 870s, he observed that numerous settlers were using young Aboriginal girls 
as domestic servants .44 Statistics indicate that by the 1 880s, such 
employment had become commonplace (see Chart 5.6) .  By the 1 890s, when 
the Queensland government finally turned its attentions towards the 
employment of Aboriginal people in the colony, official records reveal that 
settlers had become highly dependent on the labour provided by these 
young domestic servants .45 
43 
44 
p.72. 
Moreton Bay Courier, 22 May 1 852, p .2. 
Anthony Trollope, A ustralia and New Zealand, Vol. I (Melbourne: G .  Robertson, 1 873),
45 Government records provide the details  of many Aboriginal children employed as domest i c  
servants in  the 1 890s. See for example: H.  Willett to  the Colonial Secretary, 22  April 1 890, in- letter 
no. 3375 of 1 890, COU A6 1 3, Queensland State Archi ves; James Dempsey to the Home Secretary, 2 
October 1 902, in-letter no. 1 876 1 of 1 902, A/58927, Queensland State Archives and Walter Roth to the 
Under Secretary, Lands Department, 5 March 1 903, in-letter no. 2956 of 1 903, . .  Dr. Roth' s  Progress 
Report. February 1 903", A/4468 1 . · 
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Europeans continued to use large numbers of young Aboriginal domestic 
servants as the twentieth century began. The state government aided this 
demand by purchasing a house at West End, a suburb of Brisbane, to act as 
a receiving depot for Aboriginal domestic servants.�7 Officials such as
Archibald :Nieston were satisfied to send Aboriginal girls as young as five 
years of age to this home to be trained as domestic servants.�8 In 1 906,
Richard Howard, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, commented on the 
high demand for Aboriginal domestic servants, explaining that it was "so 
much in excess of the supply, that although the settlement at Barambah and 
Deebing Creek Mission have been drawn upon to their utmost extent, 
places could be found for quite double the number."49 In 191 1 ,  Bleakley,
Howard's replacement as Chief Protector of Aboriginals, made a similar 
observation, informing one settler that "the matter of obtaining Aboriginal 
girls for domestic service from this department is always uncertain, as the 
47 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 22 October 1 902, in-letter no. 1 6 1 89 of 1 902, 
COU1 44, Queensland State Archives. The Aboriginal Girls Home at West End was opened in 1 899 
and was finally closed in 1 905, following an incident where the Protectoress of Aboriginals, Mrs. Frew, 
was believed to have misappropriated funds belonging to Aboriginal workers. While it was in 
operation, the Home had an unpleasant reputation. In 1 90 1 , Archibald Meston informed the Under 
Secretary, Home Office, that "the Home, under the present Matron is regarded as a jail  and she herself 
as a very unsympathetic jai ler." See Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 25 
February 1 90 1 ,  in-letter no. 0329 1 of 190 1 ,  COU 1 45,  Queensland State Archives. For more on the 
Home, see B lake, "Excluded, Exploited and Exhibited: Aborigines in Brisbane 1 897- 1 9 1 0", p.50-52. 
and Rosalind Kidd, The Way We Civilise (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 
1 997), p.55-56 . 
.is See for example, Archibald Meston to the U oder Secretary, Home Office, 23 October 1 90 l ,  
in-letter no. 16807 of 1 90 1 ,  COUI 45, Queensland State Archives . 
.i9 ''Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 906", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 901, Vol .  2, p. 1 264. 
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applications for them are so numerous we cannot procure sufficient girls to 
meet the demands."50 
During the course of the First World War, Queenslanders continued to 
make heavy use of these young domestic servants . 51 Scott has ably 
demonstrated that the demand for Aboriginal domestic servants continued 
unabated throughout the period between the First and the Second World 
War.52 Those statistics which are available (see Chart 5.6) show a dramatic 
increase in the number of Aboriginal children employed in the state as 
domestic servants in 1 920. This does not represent an actual labour market 
fluctuation, but rather it is indicative of the first official attempt to record 
the details of  all Aboriginal domestic servants in the state, which was 
undertaken in that year. While no further surveys were taken after 1 920, 
official comments prove that the demand for Aboriginal domestic servants 
continued unabated. In 1 924, W. Porteous Semple, the superintendent of 
Barambah reserve, confirmed this, by commenting that he had no trouble 
finding employment situations for Aboriginal girls because "for domestic 
labour there is always a good demand."53 
50 Chief Protector of Aboriginals to 1. A. Chauvel, Summer/ands, Harrisvi l le, 1 4  February 1 9 1 1 ,  
in-letter no. 350 of 1 9 1 1 ,  A/58665, Queensland State Archives. 
51 See for example, "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for the year 1 9 1 7", 
Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 9 1 8 , Vol . 1 ,  p . 1 673.  and "Aboriginals Department - Information 
Contained in Report for the Year Ended 3 1  December, 1 9 1 8", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 
1 9 1 9- 1 920, Vol . 2, p.535 . 
52 Scott, 'Generic Resemblances ' ?  Women and Work in Queensland, 1 9 1 9- 1 39, p . 1 73-222. 
53 W. Porteous Semple, Barambah Settlement, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, I 
September 1 924, in-letter no. 2677 of 1 924, HOM/1539, Queensland State Archives. 
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The 'good demand' for young Aboriginal domestic servants can be 
explained by the fact that these servants eased considerably the 
responsibilities and workload of European settlers in Queensland during the 
period considered. Dawn J\fay has explained that European employers 
benefited from using Aboriginal domestic workers in nineteenth century 
Queensland because they were versatile, produced a high quality of 
workmanship and provided European women with inv�luable assistance.54 
Correspondence from employers confirms that Aboriginal children 
provided them with valuable assistance in the domestic sphere. In 1 9 1 7, 
one employer wrote to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals,  informing him 
that the thirteen-year-old Aboriginal girl she had engaged as a domestic 
servant "was such a help to me looking after the children" and that her little 
child loved the Aboriginal girl. 55 
While Europeans benefited enormously from the use of Aboriginal children 
as domestic servants, the performance of this labour took an enormous toll 
on the lives of these young servants. In fact, when the experiences of these 
young workers are considered as a whole, it is evident that their working 
54 Dawn May, From Bush to Station: Aboriginal labour in the North Queensland Pastoral 
Industry, 1861- 1897 (Townsvil le :  History Department, James Cook University, 1 983), p .84 .55 Mary McKinley to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 23 January 1 9 1 7 , in-letter no. 0034 1 of
1 9 1 7 , A/69776, Queensland State Archives. 
situations drew close parallels with slavery.56 As Chapter One explained, 
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the constituent elements of slavery are difficult to define. Overall though, 
sociologists and historians agree that slavery represents a highly exaggerated 
form of domination of the worker by their master. 57 Chapter Three and 
Chapter Four argued that the methods by which Aboriginal children entered 
into employment with Europeans in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945 
were almost always unfree and were very close to a slave-type situation. It is 
evident that the working lives of these children were also very close to that 
of slaves . .Aboriginal children were subject to a great deal of domination by 
their European employers. They were powerless in the employment 
relationship and were usually unable to control their own working lives . 58 
Aboriginal child workers in the field of domestic service were placed in a 
slave-type situation, not only because of their age and gender, but because 
they had very little protection against abuse. In theory, European settlers 
who employed Aboriginal children were required to hold a permit to do so, 
56 Jackie Huggins has a]so made this point  about Aboriginal domestic servants in Queensland' s  
past. See Huggins, "White Aprons, BJack Hands :  Aboriginal Women Domestic Servants i n  
Queensland", p. 1 95 .  
57 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. I .
58 This power relationship is centra] to understandings of slavery. For more on this topic, see 
Padgug, "Problems in the Theory of Slavery and Slave Society", p.3-5. and Patterson, "On slavery and 
slave formations", p.32-33 .  Raymond Evans has contended that the co Ionia] situation meant that even 
aduJt Aborigines  i n  employment in  Queensland in  this period were re1ative1y powerless and 
consequently occupied a slave-type position. See Raymond Evans, '"Kings ' in Brass Crescents. 
Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns In Colonial Queensland" in Kay Saunders, ed . ,  Indentured 
Labour in the British Empire, I 834- 1 930 (London: Croom Helm, 1 984 ), p. I 83-2 1 2 . 
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which was renewable each year. 59 In practice, however, many Aboriginal 
children who were employed as domestic servants were either not issued 
with permits by local Protectors of Aboriginals or employers were granted 
permits to employ Aboriginal children as domestic servants indefinitely. 
This meant that employers in Queensland were able to exercise 
complete domination over their Aboriginal child domestic servants 
throughout this period. 
Queensland's regional Protectors of Aboriginals and Chief Protectors of 
Aboriginals did not appear to be overly concerned with issuing permits for 
Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants . In 1 904, Roth 
commented that one employer at Cooktown had been allowed to employ 
two Aboriginal children, one boy about four-years-old and one girl about 
seven-years-old, as domestic servants without permits being issued.60 
Protectors of Aboriginals often trapped Aboriginal children in unhappy 
employment situations with no means of leaving by issuing employment 
permits which were meant to stand ad inftnit11m. In 1 88 1 ,  Emily, a ten-year-
old girl, was ordered by government officials to remain in service with a 
European family "indefinitely."61 In another case, which occurred in 1 905, 
one Protector of Aboriginals issued an indefinite permit for the employment 
59 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904". Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 905, Vol . I ,  p.750. 
60 Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, 23 January I 904, in-letter no. 02068 of 
1 904, A/58750, Queensland State Archives. 
61 [ i n-letter no. and date not provided],  1 88 1 ,  Pol ice Station Noosa, Watchhouse Charge Book,
1 8  March 1 878 - 26 December 1 934, QS 5 1 9/ 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
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of a girl who was aged ten, but who did "not look more than seven or 
eight."62 This meant that the employer did not have to renew his permit 
annually and consequently that the child's situation was in no way 
monitored. 
I\1ost Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants were 
grossly overworked.63 The recollections of Aboriginal women who were 
employed as childhood domestic servants further illustrate the great quantity 
of work these children were expected to undertake. These tasks were so 
onerous and demanding that Rita Huggins, who was employed as a young 
domestic servant, has asked whether this employment was "servitude or 
slavery?"64 Huggins describes how she was expected to work from dawn 
until the late evening, cleaning, washing, ironing, preparing food and caring 
for her employer's children.65 Marnie Kennedy, who also worked as a 
domestic servant as a young girl had a similar experience. She remembers 
the breakfast bell waking her up at four o'clock in the mornings, after which 
she had to spend the day setting and waiting on the table, cleaning the 
dining room and lounge, both of which were large, doing the washing and 
ironing for up to eight people and then doing work in the dairy.66 Eve 
62 Protector of Aboriginals, Bowen, to the Chief  Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 1 0  August 
1 905, in-letter no. 1 696 of 1 905 , A/5875 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
63 This generally holds true for Aboriginal adults as wel l .  See B lake, "Excluded, Exploited, 
Exhibited: Aborigines in Brisbane 1 897- 1 9 1 0", p.53 . 
64 Huggins and Huggins, Auntie Rita, p.33-47. 
65 Ibid., p.37. 
66 Kennedy, Born a half-caste, p.22. 
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1\Iumewa Fesl has described how her mother, who was employed as a child, 
had to scrub floors and wash clothes for a family of five.67 Ruth Hegarty, 
who worked as a young domestic servant, began work at 5.30 in the 
morning, before the family she worked for had risen, and did not retire for 
the evening until they had all gone to bed. 68 A typical day would see her
starting a fire in the wood stove in the morning, preparing breakfast, 
emptying chamber-pots, preparing morning tea, afternoon tea, dinner and 
washing up and setting the stove in preparation for the following day.69 She 
has asserted that "I had never before in my short life worked that hard."70 
Wayne King's mother was employed ostensibly as a domestic servant but 
had to help out on the farm as well. She recalls, "Boy, was that hard 
work!"7 1 
The childcare aspect of domestic service was particularly stressful for 
Aboriginal children who were often not much older than the European 
children they were caring for. Rita Huggins remembers that her employer's 
children were often cheeky to her, yet she was not permitted to discipline 
67 Eve Mumewa D. Fesl, Conned! (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press,
1 993 ), p. I I I .  
68 Ruth Hegarty, Is That You, Ruthie ? (St. Lucia, Queensland : University of Queensland Press,
1 999). p. 1 04- 1 05 .  
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
7 1  King, Black Hours, p.20 1 . 
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Figure 472
A young Aboriginal nursemaid from the I nglewood District, 1 91 0
72 "Aborigines - Inglewood District ca 1910, Nurse with charge", 15426, Mitchell Library, New
South Wales. 
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them in any way.73 Despite the stressful nature of childcare work,
government officials argued that young Aboriginal girls were particularly 
suited to this responsibility. In 1 908, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals 
wrote that Aboriginal girls under the age of twelve "cannot be of much use 
to people" unless "to amuse and take care of children."74 Employers also
believed that Aboriginal children were especially adept at perfonning 
childcare work. There are numerous examples of settlers writing to 
government officials, asking specifically for young Aboriginal children to 
perform this type of labour. In 1 908, one potential employer wrote to the 
Superintendent of Barambah Aboriginal settlement, asking for a young 
Aboriginal nursemaid. He emphasised that "we do not want one who 
is too old as she may not take to the children." 75 His request must not have
been successful, because this employer wrote to the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals a few months later, wanting "any little girl about twelve or 
fourteen years of age . . .  to mind the baby and to make herself useful about 
the house." 76
The responsibilities and physical exertion required in domestic service were 
considerable and it is important to remember that many of the Aboriginal 
73 Huggins and Huggins, Auntie Rita, p.37. 
74 Chief Protector of Aboriginals to the Under Secretary, Home office, 20 August 1 908, i n-letter 
no. 09830 of 1 908, HOM/J38, Queensland State Archives. 
75 A. B .  Osbourne to the Superintendent, Barambah settlement, 2 1 October 1 9 1 4, in-letter no. 
03024 of 1 9 1 4, A/6946 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
76 A. B. Osbourne to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 2 1 October 19 1 4, in-letter no. 03024 of
1 9 1 4, A/6946 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
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children who had to perform this sort of work were very young. There are 
recorded instances of children as young as two and three years of age 
working in this capacity, even in the twentieth century.77 European 
employers considered it quite acceptable to employ Aboriginal girls around 
the ages of six, seven and eight years of age and the government raised no 
objections to this .78 Indeed, in 1 904, the fact that a ten-year-old Aboriginal 
girl "had long been employed" as a domestic servant was not considered 
unusual enough to merit any extra comments by the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals.79 That same year, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals considered 
the most important aspect regarding the employment of a five-and-a-half 
year old girl as a domestic servant to be the fact that her wages had to be 
paid to the police. 80 
Poorly kept records make it impossible to detail the number of injuries that 
Aboriginal children employed as domestic servants sustained through the 
course of their employment. Hospital records available for the late 
nineteenth and twentieth century indicate that a number of Aboriginal 
children employed as domestic servants were admitted needing medical 
77 For example, Walter Roth the Under Secretary for Lands, 23 January 1 904, in-letter no. 02068 
of 1 904, A/58750, Queensland State Archives and Queenslander, 2 May 1 9 1 4, p.8 .  
78 For example, Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, 1 1  January 1 902, in-letter no. 00532 
of 1 902, COL/144, Queensland State Archives and Protector King, Cooktown, to the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals, Brisbane, 30 August 1 904, in-letter no. 28 1 79 of 1 904, A/58750, Queensland State 
Archives. 
79 "Annual Report for the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904", p.758. 
80 Pol ice Inspector, Golden Gate Police Station, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 1 1  July 
1 904, in-letter no. I 03 I of 1 904, A/58750, Queensland State Archives.
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attention.81 Unfortunately, these records only specify the occupation and 
age of the child and not the cause of their stay in hospital. Nellie, aged 
seven and described as a domestic servant from the Batavia River region, 
was admitted for two weeks in 1 89 1 .82 Topsy, aged ten from Cooktown, 
was described as a domestic and was admitted to the hospital for two 
months from November 1 892 to January 1 893.83 Kitty, aged ten, was 
described as a nursemaid and only stayed in the hospital for one day in 
1 893. 8-t Another child, also called Topsy, was described as a general servant 
and was hospitalised for three days in 1 899.85 There are two recorded 
instances of Aboriginal children who had worked as domestic servants dying 
in hospital. One of these children, Annie, was aged sixteen, and had 
worked as a domestic servant at Cooktown. She died in 1 892, at the age of 
sixteen after eleven days in the Cooktown Hospital. The other child, Rosie, a 
girl aged about twelve, had worked as a domestic servant for a member of 
the police force. She died in 1 896 after a month's stay in hospital.86 Neither 
of these children had the causes of their death recorded. 
8 1  For example, Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital . HOS 1 3/23-32
[dates not provided], Queensland State Archives 
82 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital, HOS 1 3/ l 7, 30 September
1 890 - 24 July 1 89 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
83 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital, HOS 1 3/ 1 9, 27 July 1 892 to
8 August 1 893, Queensland State Archives. 
84 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Register, Cooktown Hospital , HOS 1 3/ 1 9, 27 July 1 892 - 8
August 1 893, Queensland State Archives. 
8 5  Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Register, Cooktown Hospital, HOS 1 3/23-32 [dates notffovided],  Queensla�d State Archiv�s. . . Cook Hospital Board, Adrmssrons Registers, Cooktown Hospital, HOS 1 3/20, 9 August 1 893
- 26 December 1 894, Queensland State Archi ves. 
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While there is much evidence to suggest that a large number of Aboriginal 
children worked for Europeans as domestic servants in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, there is far less evidence to suggest that these 
children received remuneration for this. Many young Aboriginal domestic 
servants were either paid poorly or were not paid at all. This was also the 
case for Aboriginal women as well as Aboriginal children.87 As late as 1 901 , 
Archibald Meston noted that almost all Aboriginal domestic servants in the 
state were not being paid for their labour.88 Up until an Amendment Act to 
the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 was 
passed in 1 902, the Queensland government could not legally compel 
European employers to pay wages to Aboriginal child workers. 89 In effect, 
this meant that for the first sixty years after free settlement had been opened 
in the Moreton Bay District, these young workers had no legal guarantee 
that they would receive wages . 
Even after the passage of the 1 901 Amending Act and the provision of a 
suggested scale of wages for Aboriginal children by the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals, Walter Roth, in 1 904,90 the enormous control that European 
87 
. This point is made by Raymond Evans in Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin, 
Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial Queensland (Sydney: 
Australia and New Zealand Book Company, 1 975), p. 1 43 .  
88 Archibald Meston, to the Home Secretary, 27 June 1 90 I ,  in-letter no. 1 5 1 20 of 1 90 I ,
"Aboriginals West of the Warrego", COL/ 1 43, Queensland State Archives. 
89 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aborigi nals for 1 900", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 90 ] ,  Vol . 4, p . 1 337.
90 Walter Roth to the Home Secretary, 23 May 1 904, in-letter no. 1 6262 of 1 904, A/58927, 
Queensland State Archives.
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adults had over Aboriginal children meant that in many cases these 
employers were able to avoid paying these children wages . There are 
countless examples of this occurring. In one case, which came to the 
attention of Roth in 1 902, one Aboriginal girl had worked for a European 
employer at Normanton as a domestic servant for ten years, since she had 
been three-years-old, without ever receiving any wages .9 1  That same year, 
the Southern Protector of Aboriginals, Archibald l\Ieston, drew the 
attention of the Under Secretary to another case where a fourteen-year-old 
Aboriginal girl had worked for two years as a domestic servant without ever 
receiving wages.92 Cases such as these continued throughout the first half of 
the twentieth century. In 1 9 1 7, Bleakley, who was then the Chief Protector 
of Aboriginals, became aware of yet another case where an Aboriginal girl, 
aged about eighteen, had lived with a European family for her entire life, 
had performed "a good deal of work in the house" and had looked after her 
employers' children, yet had never received any wages.93 In another case, 
which came to official attention in 1 927, a fifteen-year-old Aboriginal girl 
received only sixteen months worth of wages, yet had worked as a domestic 
servant for the past nine years, since she was three-years-old.94 
9 1  "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland 
Parliamellfary Papers, 1 903, Vol . 2, p .46 1 . 
92 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, 1 1  January 1 902, in-letter no. 00532 of 1 902, 
COUl 44, Queensland State Archives. 
93 Protector of Aboriginals, Cloncurry, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 4 April
1 9 1 7, i n-letter no. 1 26 1 0  of 1 9 1 7, POUJ 1 5 , Queensland State Archives. 9-t E. K. Thompson to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 1 5  March 1 927, in-letter no. 1 58 1  of 
1 927, A/69220, Queensland State Archives. 
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In some instances, European employers were even able to avoid paying 
young Aboriginal domestic servants wages with the approval of the 
Queensland government. In 1 898, Archibald Meston, who was then the 
Southern Protector of Aboriginals, allowed one European employer to use a 
five-and-a-half year old Aboriginal girl as a domestic servant without paying 
wages.95 Again, in 1 904, government officials sanctioned the decision of 
one employer to avoid paying his young Aboriginal domestic servant any 
wages until she turned eleven-and-a-half because she would supposedly not 
be of much use until then. 96 
Even when Aboriginal children did receive wages, they were not 
proportionate to the amount of work they were required to undertake. 
Queensland government officials suggested that Aboriginal children should 
receive lower wages than other workers, right from the first attempts to set 
optional scales of wages.  In 1 902, Protector Galbraith suggested that 
Aboriginal girls under the age of twelve who were employed by Europeans 
should receive only two shillings and six pence per week. Galbraith 
suggested a higher rate of pay, five shillings per week, for Aboriginal 
domestic servants over the age of twelve.97 This was still substantially les s  
95 Archibald Mes ton to the Under Secretary, 23 October 1 90 l ,  in-letter no. 1 6807 of 1 90 I , 
COU 1 45,  Queensland State Archives. 
96 Acting Chief Protector of Aboriginals to the Home Secretary, 4 November 1 904, in-letter no. 
344 1 8  of 1 904, "Acting Chief Protector of Aboriginals: Progress Report. October 1 904", N4468 l ,  
Queensland State Archives. 
97 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I ", Queensland 
. Parliamentary Papers, 1 902, Vol . I ,  p. 1 1 38 .  
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than European domestic servants were able to command. Bill Thorpe has 
proven that the average European domestic servant was receiving ten 
shillings per week as early as 1 893.98
Queensland's various Chief Protectors of Aboriginals did not adhere to a 
particular rate of pay for young Aboriginal domestic servants and were often 
prepared to accept low wages for these children. In 1 908, six years after 
Galbraith had suggested that Aboriginal children employed as domestic 
servants should receive two shillings and six pence per week, Aboriginal 
children were being legally employed as domestic servants in the state for as 
little as one shilling and three pence per week.99 Even when Aboriginal girls 
were receiving the suggested two shillings and six pence per week, officials 
admitted that European domestic servants would receive wages at least four 
times as high for the same work. 1 00 
One employer was not satisfied to merely underpay her young Aboriginal 
domestic servant. She set out to make a further profit from the child's hard 
work. Roth described the particulars of the case in 1 903. The employer had 
not only expected the girl to perform all household labour required by her 
family of three but also hired the girl out to at least  seven other people on a 
98 Bi l l  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society (St. Lucia, Queensland :
University of Queensland Press, I 996), p. 1 77 .
99 Mrs R. Joseph, Sandgate, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 24 August 1 908 
[ i n-letter no. not provided],  N6946 I ,  Queensland State Archives. 
100 Frances Meston to the Under Secretary and Home Secretary, 15 January 1 900, in-letter no.
00679 of 1 900, N58929, Queensland State Archives. 
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daily basis. The amount of effort required for this would have been 
enormous; however, the girl received no extra money for this. Instead, her 
European employer took all the money received from this gross 
exploitation.101 
l\fost Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants did not 
receive any education. This directly contravened the Education Act of 1 87 5, 
which was meant to cover Aboriginal children as well as European 
children. 102 In 1 905, Walter Roth commented on this, remarking that legally, 
employers were the guardians of Aboriginal children and were obliged to 
send these children to school. In practice, however, this very rarely 
occurred because the government supervision over these children was 
"imperfect." 103 Evidence indicates that Roth was right to suspect that 
employers were not sending their young domestic servants to school or 
teaching them to read or write. 1 04 Indeed, out of all the records that were 
kept by government officials, only two cases were found where European 
employers sent their young Aboriginal domestic servants to school. 105 
Official correspondence shows that one of these children, a ten-year-old girl, 
I O I  Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Public Lands Department, 1 October 1 903, in-letter no. 
29274 of 1 903, A/44680, Queensland State Archives. 
102 Crown Sol icitor to the Home Secretary, 1 7  February 1 903, i n-letter no. 20373 of 1 903, 
A/58927, Queensland State Archives and "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 
1 905", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 906, Vol. 2, p.924. 
1 03 Ibid. 
' °"'  See for example, "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904'', p.75 8.  
Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 23 October 1 90 I ,  in-letter no.  1 6807 
of 1 90 1 ,  COL/ 1 45 ,  Queensland State Archives and Mrs. Col less to Archibald Meston, 29 October 
1 903, in-letter no. 1 454 of 1 903, A/58750, Queensland State Archives. 
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did very well academically at Normanton state school. 106 The other child, 
however, was removed from her domestic service position and school at the 
age of nine, after three-and-a-half years of service, when her employer 
became ill. She was then taken to the Aboriginal girls home at West End in 
Brisbane to await a further position. 107 
Aside from the fact that young Aboriginal girls employed as domestic 
servants were often not paid wages or provided with an education, these 
workers frequently did not even receive life's basic essentials . 1 08 Fesl 
describes how her mother was told that "fruit is good for little girls , 
therefore when you are hungry, you can climb up and eat some mangos 
from the tree."109 This was the only food that the child received. Wayne 
King's mother remembers that she was only permitted to eat the scraps 
from the breakfast table. She questions why she was considered "good 
enough" to perform hard physical labour but not "good enough" to be fed 
properly?1 10 Agnes Williams, who began working as a domestic servant at 
thirteen years of age, told Jackie Huggins that she had "food rations and 
1 06  Mrs. Colless to Archibald Meston, 29 October I 903, in-letter no.  1 454 of 1 903, A/58750,
Queensland State Archives. 
1 07 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 23 October 1 90 I ,  i n-letter no. I 6807 
of 1 90 1 ,  COL/ 1 45, Queensland State Archives. 
ws Huggins mentions that this was also the case for adult  Aboriginal domestic servants in
Huggins, '"Firing On in  the Mind' : Aboriginal Women Domest ic Servants in the Inter-War Years" ,
p.9.  
1 09  
I J O  
Fesl ,  Conned, p. J 1 1 .
King, Black Hours, p.20 1 . 
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bread and dripping" occasionally during the day and "scraps" for dinner. 1 1 1  
There are many cases o f  Aboriginal girls who were employed as domestic 
servants not receiving adequate clothing. Fesl's mother was made to wear 
old clothes that she stitched together from her European employer's cast-
offs. 1 1 2 In 1 902, Archibald �feston described how one fourteen-year-old 
Aboriginal domestic servant had not received any wages for two years' of 
labour and had "not even clothing fit to be seen in the streets ."1 13 
Loneliness often accompanied material deprivation. 1 1 -l  Employers caused 
young Aboriginal servants to feel emotionally isolated by treating them as 
inferiors and by preventing them from having contact with other Aboriginal 
people and Aboriginal culture. When Agnes Williams' mother died, her 
male employer prevented her from attending the funeral, telling her that "he 
didn't see any reason" for her to go home. 1 1 5  While Aboriginal children 
were frequently prevented from having contact with their own families, they 
were rarely accepted by European families . Roth realised very early that 
Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants were never 
1 1 1  Jackie Huggins, "Experiences of a Queensland Aboriginal Domestic Servant :  Agnes Will i ams 
talks to Jackie Huggins'' , Labour History, Vol. 6 1 (November 1 99 1 ), p. l .
1 1 2 Ibid. 
1 1 3 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 1 1  January 1 902, in-letter no. 00532 
of 1 902, COU1 44, Queensland State Archives. 
1 1 -t Sally Hodson has made a similar point about the experiences of young Aboriginal domesti c  
servants i n  Western Australia. See Hodson, "Nyungars and Work: Aboriginal Experiences in  the 
Rural Economy of the Great Southern Region of Western Australia", p. 77. 
1 1 5 Huggins, "Experiences of a Queensland Aboriginal Domestic Servant: Agnes Wil1 iams talks 
to Jackie Huggins", p. I .
accepted as equals by their European employers . In 1 90 1 ,  he wrote that 
these Aboriginal child workers were: 
. . . brought up in a false position as 'one of the family' [until] the time 
arrives sooner or later when the true-blooded or half-caste girl realises 
that she is a pariah amongst those very people with whom, probably 
ever since she can remember, she has associated more or less as an 
equal. Is it matter for wonder that such should finally end badly?1 16 
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The following year, in 1 902, the Normanton Protector of Aboriginals made 
similar observations to Roth. He explained that young Aboriginal girls who 
were employed as domestic servants "get shelter, food and clothes ,  but not 
much affection and are rarely taught to read and write."1 1 7  That same year 
Roth again described the position of young Aboriginal domestic servants . 
He explained that a large proportion of these children were being: 
. . .  brought up mostly as nurse-girls, kept in a false position by being 
temporarily treated as 'one of the family' - a fact which will probably 
account for them receiving no wages - and then, when they get into 
trouble, are packed off to camp. 1 1 8 
While loneliness  and isolation were common themes mentioned in 
correspondence relating to these workers, Queensland's longest serving 
Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Bleakley, still expressed surprise in 1 9 1 5  
when one young Aboriginal domestic servant left her position and walked a 
1 1 6 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 900", Queensland Votes and
Proceedings, I 90 I ,  Vol. 4, p. 1 337.
1 17 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for I 90 1 ", Queensland
Parliamentat)' Papers, 1 902, Vol . I ,  p. 1 1 39.
1 1 8 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland
Parliamentary Papers, 1 903, Vol . 2, p.460. 
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large distance because she felt so isolated . 1 1 9  Officials clearly did not believe 
that Aboriginal children had the same emotional responses and 
requirements as European children. 
Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants also 
experienced great loneliness because their employers would not let them 
associate with other Aborigines. The great degree of misery that these 
children would have experienced as  a result of  their isolation from their 
family and traditional associations is almost unimaginable. In 1 901 , 
Archibald Meston observed that it was a common practice in the western 
districts of Queensland to prevent Aboriginal domestic servants from 
socialising with other Aborigines. He reported that many Aboriginal 
domestic servants were being "locked up at night to keep them from their 
own people."1 20 In 1 904, Protector Galbraith informed Roth that many 
stations in the Normanton area did not let their Aboriginal domestic 
servants, most of whom had started work at the age of seven, to associate 
with other Aborigines . 1 21 Indeed, many settlers were proud of the fact that 
they prevented their young Aboriginal domestic servants from associating 
1 1 9 Protector of Aboriginals, Charleville, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, Brisbane, 9 
September 1 9 1 5 , in-Jetter 02765 of 1 9 1 5, A/58666, Queensland State Archives. 
1 20 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 27 June 1 90 1 ,  in-Jetter no. 1 5 1 20 1 of 1 90 1 ,  
"Aboriginals West of the Warrego", COL/ 1 43 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
1 2 1  Protector Galbraith, Normanton, to Walter Roth, Northern Protector of Aboriginals, 30 
January 1 904, in-letter no. 226 of 1 904, A/44680, Queensland State Archives. 
276 
with other Aborigines. 1 22 Again, many Europeans did not accept that 
Aboriginal children had the same bonds of kinship and emotional 
requirements that European children did. 
Employers greatly exacerbated the depressing situation of young Aboriginal 
domestic servants by treating them as though they were inferior. 1 23 The 
supposed lowliness of these young workers was constantly reiterated. Even 
the act of taking meals reinforced the distinction between young Aboriginal 
domestic servants and their employers . Rita Huggins remembers that "at 
the end of the day we'd have to eat in separate rooms out of sight of the 
family."12� Wayne King's mother has also described how inescapable the 
division between young Aboriginal domestic servants and their European 
employer was in daily working life. She recalls : 
You were always the Aboriginal servant. I wasn't allowed to walk 
through the house to get to my room at the back of the house; I always 
had to use the back entrance. My meals had to be taken separately on a 
table on the back verandah. 1 25 
Ruth Hegarty describes a similar experience, remembering that "I was never 
allowed to forget where I came from or how untrained I was, both 
1 22 For example, Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 1 3  January 1 90 1 , in-letter no. 
0527 of 1 90 1 ,  "Dr. Roth 's Progress Report. December 1 900", N589 1 2, Queensland State Archives .  1 23 Huggins mentions how pervasive this atti tude was in  Huggins, " 'Firing On in  the Mind ' :  
Aborigi nal Women Domestic Servants i n  the Inter-War Years", p . 8-9 . 
12-t Huggins and Huggins, A untie Rita, p.38 . 
1 25 King, Black Hours, p.20 1 . 
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domestically and educationally." 1 26 Agnes \Villiams recalls that she "was a 
servant and was treated like shit."1 27 
While many Aboriginal children were overworked, underpaid, not given an 
education and were extremely lonely, a similarly high proportion of these 
workers were also physically abused by their European employers . The 
youth and size of these workers meant that they were extremely vulnerable 
to such abuse and were powerless to prevent it. Harold :Meston described 
one case of physical abuse in 1 900. This case was somewhat unusual 
because the abused child was able to give an account of her treatment. The 
incident had come to official attention due to the actions of a Mrs . E. A. 
Salisbury, who had been staying at a Toowoomba boarding house when she 
observed the "cruel way" that a European employer, l\frs. Boyce, treated her 
ten-year-old Aboriginal domestic servant, Gerribah. Mrs. Salisbury wrote to 
government officials , informing them that she knew that Mrs . Boyce had, 
"on one occasion, given [Gerribah] twenty-eight lashes with a dog whip" 
and "used to kick her around."128 This appalling mistreatment would have 
scarred the child both emotionally and physically. 
1 26 Hegarty, Is That You, Ruthie ?, p. 1 1 3 . 
1 27 Huggins, "Experiences of a Queensland Aboriginal Domestic Servant :  Agnes Will iams talks 
to Jackie Huggins'' , p. I .  
1 28 Mrs. E. A. Salisbury to A. Meston, 7 March 1 900, in-letter no. 03622 of 1 900, COL/ 1 40, 
Queensland State Archives.  
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l\Irs. Salisbury's complaint led to Harold l\leston investigating the case 
further. l\feston interviewed several other European witnesses and Gerribah 
herself. Gerribah told him that she had been with l\frs . Boyce for a long 
time and used to do housework for her and mind her two young children. 
She was not paid for this labour. Furthermore, Gerribah described how: 
:Mrs . Boyce used to thrash me with a riding whip, and hit me in the face. 
Sometimes I was thrashed because I forgot to do something l\frs. Boyce 
told me to do and sometimes I did not know what the thrashing was 
for. 1 29 
Further evidence revealed that 1\frs . Boyce's husband had also kicked the 
child. l\1eston told his superiors that when he had asked Gerribah if she was 
willing to leave her situation with l\frs . Boyce, she "promptly answered with 
a very emphatic 'yes ! '"130 Gerribah herself, as a powerless young child, had 
been unable to leave her grossly abusive situation. 
Gerribah was certainly not the only Aboriginal child employed as a domestic 
servant to endure horrific physical abuse at the hands of an employer. 1\.fany 
similar cases of physical abuse were recorded. In 1 907, the Winton Herald 
newspaper reported another very disturbing case where a seven-year-old 
Aboriginal child, Alice, had been repeatedly abused physically and 
emotionally by her employer, l\frs . Walsh. 1 31 The case had come to public 
1 29 H. Mes ton to the Under Secretary and the Colonial Secretary, 1 3  March 1 900, in-letter no.
03622 of J 900, "Statement made by 'Gerribah' ,  Aboriginal G irl, Aged about ten years". COU1 40,
Queensland State Archives. 
1 30 H. Meston to the Under Secretary and Colonial Secretary, 9 March 1 900, in-letter no. 03622
of 1 900, COL/ 1 40, Queensland State Archives. 
1 3 1  Winton Herald, 8 April 1 907, p.5 . 
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attention because Mrs. Walsh's neighbour, Timothy Scanlon, had heard the 
child being beaten for about an hour-and-a-half and had later seen the child 
standing outside in the sun with no shade and her hands tied behind her 
back. He had considered the treatment to be cruel and informed the Winton 
Herald of the case; he also stated that he knew the girl had been abused in a 
similar manner several times previously. 
This case received considerable publicity and this led to the local police 
charging l\frs. Walsh with assault. During the court case, further details of  
the appalling treatment the young girl had experienced were revealed. As a 
domestic servant, Alice had been expected to "wash-up the crockery, brush 
down the stove, take the ashes out, sweep the kitchen and brush the floor" 
without receiving any wages. The child suffered emotional abuse, with Mrs. 
Walsh telling her that her mother was "alive; she was down in hell." Mrs. 
Walsh had physically abused the child in numerous ways and a doctor told 
the court that the child was covered with at least thirty elongated scars . 
Testimony from witnesses revealed that Mrs. Walsh had beaten Alice with a 
cane; had placed the child's hand on a hot stove which "burned her right 
hand which was very sore"; tied her hands behind her back when she was 
"bold" and made her stand in the hot sun without any shade with her sore 
hands still tied behind her back. Alice appeared before the court with 
"scars, bruises, cuts and sores", "all over her face, hands and body." After 
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her court appearance, Alice was sent to the Winton Hospital., where she 
remained for more than a week. As a result of the court case, !vfrs. Walsh 
was fined the maximum available amount of £20. Alice was charged as a 
neglected child and was sent to an industrial school. 1 32 
l\fany Aboriginal children who worked as domestic servants suffered from 
sexual abuse, as well as physical and emotional abuse. This would have 
caused immense psychological trauma. The prevalence of sexual abuse has 
been noted by the historians Henry Reynolds and Anna Haebich who have 
explained this was a very real risk for employed Aboriginal girls in 
Queensland's past. 1 33 During the first half of the twentieth century, 
Government officials became conscious of this fact, yet no adequate 
measures were taken to protect these young workers. In 1 922, the Reverend 
J .  l\1cCormack, from Murgon settlement, wrote to the Home Secretary, 
complaining about this official apathy, asserting that "the black girl is not 
adequately protected when she leaves the settlement and goes out to work 
amongst white children."134 
There are countless numbers of cases of Aboriginal girls being sexually 
abused while out in service. Aside from the obvious and severe 
1 32 Ibid. 
1 33 Reynolds, With the white people, p. 1 79 .  and Anna Haebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting 
Indigenous Families 1800-2000 (Fremantle, Western Austral ia: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000),
p .30 1 .  
1 3.J R. W. Shand, Murgon, to J. McCormack, Home Secretary, 29 May 1 922, i n-letter no. 04646 
of 1 922, HOM/143 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
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psychological damage this would have caused, these children were often also 
infected with sexually transmitted diseases by their employers . Roth's 1 900 
report mentioned several cases of young Aboriginal domestic servants "who 
had been tampered with" suffering from venereal disease. 135 Aboriginal 
girls on missions were justifiably frightened of being sent out to 
employment as domestic servants because they were aware that sexual abuse 
was rampant. Wayne King's mother remembers that this was a very real 
concern. She was very frightened when she was sent out to a domestic 
service position because she knew sexual abuse was rife. She described the 
experience of one young girl who had been sent to help a local clergyman 
while his wife was in hospital. The clergyman raped the girl three times on 
the way to his farm. The girl knew that her complaints would not be 
believed by government officials and as a result only told other residents of 
the mission, including King's mother, of the appalling abuse she had 
experienced.136 Agnes Williams told Jackie Huggins that every male 
employer she had ever worked for had tried to sexually proposition her and 
that European females would not believe her complaints about this 
behaviour. 137 
1 35 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 900", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 90 I ,  Vol. 4, Part 2, p. 1 336.
1 36 King, Black Hours, p. 1 99.
1 37 Huggins, "Experiences of a Queensland Aboriginal Domestic Servant : Agnes Will iams tal ks 
to Jackie Huggins'', p.2.
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If employers did not sexually abuse Aboriginal domestic servants 
themselves, it was highly likely that other Europeans might do so. In 1 922, 
Bleakley wrote to the Home Secretary, maintaining that, "in very few cases, 
practically none, can the girl take the place in the family of the employer that 
would ensure her the same protection as the employer's own daughters."138 
There are many examples of European employers writing to government 
officials, informing them that young Aboriginal domestic servants had fallen 
pregnant while in their service. 1 39 These employers usually blamed other 
settlers for this state of affairs but it is highly probable that many of the 
employers had abused these girls themselves. 
Young Aboriginal domestic servants did not only experience immense 
psychological trauma from their employment for Europeans. Many of these 
young domestic servants also contracted sexually transmitted diseases after 
being sexually abused by their employers or other Europeans they had come 
into contact with through their employment. Large numbers of these young 
Aboriginal domestic servants also fell pregnant after this abuse. Despite the 
prevalence of Aboriginal girls falling pregnant while out in domestic service, 
there are no recorded instances of employers taking responsibility for these 
pregnant girls. Instead, there are many cases of young, pregnant Aboriginal 
1 3 8  John B leakley, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to J.  McCormack, Home Secretary, 13  June 
1 922, in-letter no. 05034 of 1 922, HOM/143 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
1 39 For example, Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Publ ic Lands, 3 September 1 90 1 ", i n-letter 
no. 1 461 of 1 90 1 , "Dr. Roth 's  Progress Report. August 1 90 1 ", A/44679, Queensland State Archives.  
and "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals  for 1 902",  p.463.  
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domestic servants being abandoned by these employers . 1 40 The experience
of one young domestic servant illustrates the way that European employers 
used and abused these children, without ever taking responsibility for them. 
This child began employment as a domestic servant at the age of ten. Four 
years later., her female employer informed Roth that the child was pregnant 
and that she no longer wanted her. Instead she wished for the child to be 
removed to a mission. 1 4 1  
Bleakley, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, was also aware of the fact that 
large numbers of Aboriginal domestic servants were falling pregnant while 
in service. He told the Home Secretary this was "a serious reflection on the 
administration. One cannot honestly say in the face of these facts that they 
are being properly protected."142 High-ranking officials also knew that 
Aboriginal girls out in service were vulnerable to sexual abuse. In 1 924, 
Governor Leslie Wilson commented that an extremely high number of 
Aboriginal domestic servants were falling pregnant while in service. Wilson 
informed the Deputy Premier that ninety-five percent of the young girls 
1 4° For example, Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Public Lands Department, 5 March 1 903, 
in-letter no. 2956 of 1 903, "Dr. Roth's  Progress Report. February 1 903", Af4468 l ,  Queensland State
Archives. 
1 4 1  Walter Roth to  the Under Secretary, Public Lands Department, 3 September 1 90 1 ,  in-letter no. 
1 46 1 of 1 90 1 ,  "Dr. Roth ' s  Progress Report. August 1 90 1 '', Af44679, Queensland State Archives. 
142 John B leakley, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to J.  McCormack, Home Secretary, 1 2  June 
1 922, in-letter no. 05034 of 1 922, HOM/J43 I ,  Queensland State Archives. 
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who were sent out to domestic service from Queensland's Aboriginal 
h 
. . . 143 missions and reserves were returning pregnant to t ese mstttutlons. 
Government officials were also well-aware that employers were abandoning 
young domestic servants who fell pregnant while in service. In 1 908 the 
Female Protectoress of Aboriginals, J\frs . 1\kKweon, explicitly described the 
way employers refused to take responsibility for young girls who had fallen 
pregnant while in their service. She explained that "I have never yet met a 
mistress who will take one of these girls when she gets into trouble and look 
after them as they would one of their own children. Their whole aim is to 
get rid of them as soon as possible and let the Department shoulder the 
burden as best they may."144 
Many Aboriginal children employed as domestic servants did not just 
experience one form of mistreatment at the hands of their employers but 
suffered from combined forms of abuse. There are many cases of 
Aboriginal children being emotionally, physically and sexually abused by 
their employers. The effects of this on these children would have been 
long-lasting and devastating. In his 1 900 report, Walter Roth described 
several of these cases. One child, who was aged nine or ten, was "sleeping at 
1 43 Governor Leslie Wilson to the Deputy Premier, 6 June 1 934, in- letter no. 5048 of J 934, 
N3699, Queensland State Archives. 
1 44 Mrs. Mc K weon to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, I June 1 908, in- letter no. 6828 of 1 908, 
HOM/B6, Queensland State Archives. 
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night under other people's houses, [was] beaten by her employer and [was] 
often found wandering around the streets ." 1 45 Another child, aged about 
fifteen, had been physically and sexually abused. Roth explained that the 
child had: 
. . .  been cruelly treated, sworn at, beaten and kicked; she showed me a 
scar which she ascribed to her later employer's boot; she apparently had 
no blanket and certainly received no wages. 
Despite being only fifteen, "she had had a baby (now dead) a good twelve 
months" previously. 146 Roth alluded to the powerless situation of this child 
by referring to her as a 'slave' in his correspondence. 1 47 
While the Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic servants in 
Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945 unquestionably occupied a powerles s  
position, it is important to note that they did not just passively accept 
mistreatment by their European employers. Although their age and physical 
vulnerability significantly impeded their ability to resist their slave-like 
situation, it is important to recognise that these children still tried to resist 
the dominance of their European employers by using mechanisms of 
resistance. This was more the case for older Aboriginal children than 
younger children. Younger children were probably not physically or 
145 
. .  Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 900'', Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 90 1 ,  Vol. 4,  Part 2, p.
146 Ibid. 
147 Ibid. 
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emotionally developed enough to formulate strategies of resistance or to 
challenge the authority and power of their European employers. 
Orlando Patterson, who has written extensively on the institution of slavery, 
has demonstrated that even the most powerless  of working individuals will 
express their resentment of their situation through the use of overt or covert 
mechanisms of resistance. 148 Patterson found that adult workers in slave-
type situations resisted their situations through either passive or violent 
strategies .  Passive strategies would include the refusal to work; running 
away and self-injury. Violent resistance would encompass individual and 
collective violence against employers . 1 49 
Aboriginal child domestic servants generally used passive rather than violent 
strategies against their European employers . Their age and social position 
would almost certainly have prevented them from engaging in the more 
violent strategies highlighted by Patterson. Due to the fact that the great 
majority of young Aboriginal domestic servants were female, it has not been 
possible to investigate possible gender differences in the strategies of  
resistance adopted by these children. Overall, it appears that the majority of 
Aboriginal children who resisted their employment as domestic servants 
1 48 Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery: An Analysis of the Origins, Development and 
Structure of Negro Slave Society in Jamaica (Cranbury, New Jersey: Associated University Presses,
1 969), p. 260. More recently Gary Y. Okihiro has edited another text examining the variety of 
strategies of resistance that slaves used. See Gary Y. Okih iro, ed . ,  In Resistance: Studies in African, 
Caribbean. and Afro-American History (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1 986).
1 49 Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery, p.260. 
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opted to run away from their situations . The actions of these children in 
running away were also probably related to their desire to reunite with their 
families . There is also evidence that Aboriginal domestic servants showed 
their resistance through mechanisms that included stealing, 'playing up' and 
destroying the property of their employers . 
The majority of Aboriginal children employed as domestic servants who 
were able to resist their domestic service employment ran away from their 
employers . Haebich has mentioned that many employed Aboriginal girls 
attempted to run away from their employment situations. 1 5° Colonial 
observers also noted this. In the course of his travels throughout 
Queensland in the 1 870s, the English writer Anthony Trollope observed 
that as soon as most of young Aboriginal domestic servants were physically 
able to do so, they ran away from their employers . 1 51 Trollope commented 
that the success rate of this strategy of resistance was not high. To illustrate 
this point, he described the situation of one particular fqurteen-year-old girl, 
who had "made repeated attempts at escape" but was recovered by other 
Aboriginal trackers and taken back to her European employer. 1 52 Again, 
the terminology of 'slave' was used to illustrate the powerlessness situation 
of this child. 
1 50 
1 5 1  
1 52 
Haebich, Broken Circles, p.30 1 . 
Trollope, Australia and Neu· Zealand, Vol. I ,  p. 72. 
Ibid., p.n. 
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In 1 884, the Qtteenslander newspaper noted that young Aboriginal girls could 
be very good domestic servants, however, they would not abandon their 
own society and ran back to it when the opportunity arose. The paper 
observed that these young servants could be 
. . .  taught many things and learn to keep themselves clean and neat, and 
frequently become really useful about a house but the one great obstacle 
to their becoming a complete success is their unconquerable attachment 
to the camp. 1 53 
Four years later, in 1 888, another colonial observer, W. S. S. Tyrwhitt, made 
a similar observation when he noted that Aboriginal girls 'taken in' to the 
homes of European settlers almost always ran away as soon as they possibly 
could. Tyrwhitt furnished an example of a young Aboriginal girl who was 
taken in by a station owner and 'civilised. '  Some years later, however, this 
girl abandoned her European employers in order to return to her Aboriginal 
group. 1 54 This child was probably motivated by the overlapping desires to 
escape an oppressive employment situation and to reunite with her family. 
Aboriginal children often had to go to considerable effort to run away from 
their European employers . Henry Reynolds describes how one Normanton 
settler kidnapped a young Aboriginal girl for use as a domestic servant. The 
young Aboriginal girl fiercely resisted her capture, broke a window, swam 
153 
1 54 
p. 1 08.
Quee11sla11der, 23 February 1 884, p .292. 
W S. S. Tyrwhitt, The New Chum In The Queensland Bush (Oxford :  J .  Vincent, 1 888), 
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through the Norman River and walked through the mangroves to reach her 
home country. 1 55 
The difficulty that many young Aboriginal domestic servants encountered 
when trying to run away from oppressive employment situations was greatly 
exacerbated by the attitudes that many employers took to this course of 
action. The great majority of employers did not benignly accept their young 
Aboriginal domestic servants running away, but rather, went to considerable 
lengths to recapture them. Frequently, these employers enlisted the local 
police to find these children. In 1 901 , three Aboriginal girls, who were 
described as children by Archibald Meston, were taken from Nocundra in 
Western Queensland to the Aboriginal Girls Home at West End to be 
trained as domestic servants . One of these children, Ruby, ran away from 
the Home and got as far as Chinchilla before the police captured her and 
took her back to the Home at West End. 1 56 In 1 907, Richard Howard, then 
the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, became aware of a situation where one 
twelve-year-old Aboriginal girl had tried to run away from her employer 
several times and ''would have deserted altogether had it not been for the 
intervention of the police" who took her back to her employer. 1 57 
1 55 Reynolds, With the white people, p. 1 73 .  
1 56 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 1 4  February 1 90 1 ,  in-letter no. 02644 
of 1 90 I ,  COU1 45, Queensland State Archives. 
1 57 Denis Keane, Police Station, Bowen, Kennedy District, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 
Brisbane, 28 April 1 907, i n-letter no. 859 of 1 907, A/5875 1 ,  Queensland State Archives . 
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There are some cases where Aboriginal children who ran away from 
domestic service positions were given the opportunity to discuss what had 
prompted their actions. Invariably, these workers mentioned that their 
actions were prompted by their desire to leave exploitative and abusive 
employment situations. In one such case, which occurred in 1 91 3, Lucy, a 
fourteen-year-old girl who had been employed as a domestic servant for two 
years in Atherton, ran away from her employer. 1 58 Lucy was subsequently 
found in the nearby town of Nelson, was arrested for absconding and was 
brought before the Atherton Children's Court. Lucy told the Police 
Magistrate that she did not wish to return to her domestic service position 
because her female employer had not been kind to her, had overworked her 
and had beaten her. Evidence also suggests that Lucy suffered abuse at the 
hands of her employers' husband, whom she called "a bad man." The 
Inspector of Police at Cairns agreed that "Mrs. Young was not as kind to 
Lucy as she should have been, hence [causing] Lucy running away."1 59 
There are cases of Aboriginal children resisting domestic service positions 
they were unhappy with by stealing from their employers . In 1 902, Roth 
reported a situation where Lena, a "little" Aboriginal child employed as a 
domestic servant at Normanton, was removed to l\fapoon Aboriginal 
mission after she stole fifteen shillings from her employer and gave it to 
1 58 Inspector of Police, Cairns, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 1 9  September 1 9 1 3, in-letter 
no. 382 of 1 9 1 3 , POL/138, Queensland State Archives. 
1 59 Ibid. 
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local Aborigines. 1 60 In 1 9 1 6, an Aboriginal boy who was employed as a 
"houseboy" at Atherton was removed to Yarrabah Aboriginal mission after 
he stole from his employer. 1 61 This strategy of resistance appears to have 
been quite successful because it resulted in the removal of its young 
practitioners from abusive situations. It is very important to be aware, 
however, that employers almost certainly directed violence towards 
Aboriginal children who engaged in this practice. 
Aboriginal children often .:played up' to express their unhappiness with their 
employment as domestic servants. This mechanism of resistance could be 
quite successful as it resulted in many Aboriginal children being removed 
from their employment situations and being sent to missions. In 1 901 , Roth 
was able to describe several such cases. In one situation, an Aboriginal girl, 
Maria, aged about thirteen, "knew a great deal of housework" but due to the 
fact that she was "slipping out at night" and 'playing up' in other ways, her 
employer no longer wanted her. She was sent to Y arrabah Aboriginal 
mission. 1 62 In another case, Topsy, aged fifteen had been employed as a 
domestic servant for a considerable time but had "finally got beyond 
control" and was removed from her employer. 1 63 During the following year, 
Roth reported yet another similar case. A seven-year-old Aboriginal girl, 
160 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", p.462. 
1 6 1  8 July 1 9 1 6  [ in-letter no.  not provided], Police Station, Atherton, Watchhouse Charge Books, 
QS629/ 1 / I  ( 1 ), Queensland State Archives. 
1 62 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 1  · · ,  p. 1 1 38 .  
1 63 Ibid. 
292 
Flora, was sent to a mission from a northern property because her 
employers considered her to be "unmanageable."1 64 Similar to stealing, this 
mechanism could be quite successful; however, it is again almost certain that 
European employers directed violence towards Aboriginal children who 
resisted their dominance in this way. 
Aboriginal children also resisted exploitative and abusive domestic situations 
by destroying property belonging to their European employers. In one case, 
which occurred in the suburb of Oxley in Brisbane in 1 903, l\1ulla, an 
Aboriginal girl who was then aged about fourteen, set fire to her employer's 
curtains. At the time that this incident occurred, Mrs . Sturmpels, Mulla's 
employer, did not suspect her. Later, however, Mulla told police officers 
that she had set fire to the curtains and that she had done it on account of 
the appalling treatment she had received from Mrs. Sturmpels, who used to 
beat her with a stick. Gus Forrest, the Sub-Inspector of Police for South 
Brisbane, later told the Home Secretary that since the case had come before 
the Court and Mulla had been removed from her employer, she had 
"behaved very well" and did "her work in a very satisfactory manner" and 
that "with kind treatment would make a very good servant."1 65 
164 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for J 902", p.46 1 .
1 65 Gus Forrest, Sub-Inspector of Police, South Brisbane, 3 July 1 903, in-letter no. 1 2665 of J 903, 
A/58929, Queensland State Archives. 
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These young Aboriginal domestic servants showed a great deal of courage 
and initiative in formulating and implementing strategies to resist the 
domination of their European employers. Ultimately, however, employers 
firmly controlled the power-base in the relationship. The physical size of 
these workers meant that European employers were able to dominate and 
control these workers by threatening or using violence against them. Those 
children who were fortunate enough to be removed from their exploitative 
and abusive situations were almost always removed because of the actions of 
other Europeans. The powerless situation these workers experienced and 
the complete domination that European employers had over them meant 
that they had much in common with slaves . 166 
Employers made great use of Aboriginal child domestic servants, from the 
commencement of free settlement in the i\iforeton Bay District, until after 
the Second World War. These children considerably eased the 
responsibilities of  settlers by performing an enormous range of difficult 
tasks, many of which fell outside the traditional definition of 'domestic 
service. '  These children, however, were extremely vulnerable to exploitation 
and abuse at the hands of their employers because of the position they 
occupied as young, female members of a subjugated racial group. The vas t  
majority of  these workers were over-worked, underpaid and not provided 
1 66  Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 1 -2. 
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with an education. l\faterial deprivation was very common, with many of  
these workers not being provided with life's basic essentials. Furthermore, 
many of these workers suffered psychological trauma as a result of being 
denied access to their families and culture. Physical, sexual and emotional 
abuse were also extremely widespread. A strong argument can be made that 
these children were amongst the most vulnerable workers in the state's 
European history. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Aborig inal ch i ld  l abour in the pastoral industry, 1 842-1 945 
I do not stand for the farming-out of the unfortunate young 
[-\]boriginals to stations who exploit their labour. \V'hile there is a 
keen demand for the fA]boriginal labourer, who is a very useful adjunct 
to cattle stations ,  more especially where the boundaries arc not very well 
defined, and in dry times and mustering titnes, experience goes to show 
that it is only the young [A]boriginal who is wanted. 
Frank Bulcock, l\ Ietnber for Barcoo, Q11ee11sla11d Parliamentary Debates, 
1 922, Vol. 1 40, p . 1 038. 
Queensland's pastoral industry employed more male Aboriginal children 
than any other industry in the state between 1 842 and 1 945 .  These children 
proved to be extremely capable workers and it is apparent that the pastoral 
industry's success depended heavily on their labour. \Vhile Europeans 
involved in this industry benefited enormously from the use of Aboriginal 
child labour, the Aboriginal children who laboured in this field suffered 
similar detrimental effects to their health and welfare as did those who were 
employed in the field of  domestic service .  This correlation between the 
experiences of  Aboriginal children employed in these two main fields of  
employment provides a strong indication of the overall damaging experience 
of working for Europeans . 
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This chapter explores the subjugated position that �\boriginal child pastoral 
workers occupied in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945 .  In order to do 
this, it first it surveys the demographic composition o f  this workforce and 
finds that the bulk o f  these children were males whose average age tended to 
be less  in the nineteenth centut)1 than in the twentieth century. The rise of 
the pastoral industry and the specific types of  labour that Aborit,rinal 
children working in this field of labour were expected to perform are also 
considered. Following this, the expe1iences of young Abo1iginal pastoral
workers are exatnined in <letail an<l the chapter concludes that their 
experiences were very similar to those of Aboriginal children who were 
cn1ployed in other fields of labour during this period. Evidence wil  show 
that these young pastoral workers were highly exploited �nd occupied an 
unfrce position similar to slavery. 1 .Again, age was a factor that impinged
negatively on the experiences of Abo1iginal child workers in different fields 
of  labour. 
The Queensland government very rarely conducted checks on the 
employment situations of any .Aboriginal children who were employed in 
any capacity in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. The great majority o f  
:\boriginal children who were employed a s  pastoral workers - like those 
Orlando Patterson. Slm·e1�\' and Social Death: A Comparatfre Perspectire (Camhridge. 
Massachusetts: Harvard Uni vers i ty Press. 1 98 2 ), p .27 .  
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engaged in other fields of  labour were over-worked, underpaid and were 
not provided with a sufficient level of food or clothing. Pastoral labour 
carried with it a number of risks. It was physically dangerous, even for adult 
workers . l\lany .Aboriginal children who performed this sort of labour 
suffered long-tenn and sometimes fatal injuries. Furthermore, a large 
number of  .\boriginal children employed to 1nove stock were not returned 
to their traditional areas and families after they had reached their destination. 
A number of other Aboriginal children who remained near their traditional 
localities were still denied access to their families and their traditional 
culture . The physical and emotional abuse of these workers was also 
com1non, with Aboriginal females employed in this capacity also being 
acutely vulnerable to sexual abuse. The Aboriginal children who were 
employed in the pastoral industry seem to have used 1nore violent strategies 
of  resistance than Aboriginal children who were employed as domestic 
servants . This more aggressive resistance is arguably attributable to the 
gender composition of the pastoral industry, with male workers appearing 
more likely to direct violence against abusive employers than female 
workers . Ultimately, it appears that most strategies of resistance that thes e  
young pastoral workers used against their employers were not successful and 
that Aboriginal children who were employed in this capacity had little option 
but to remain in highly exploitative employment situations. 
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A considerable number of  historians have explored the valuable
contribution that :\boriginal workers made to the Australian pastoral 
industry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The great bulk 
of this published material relates to the use of .:\boriginal labour in the 
Northern Territory pastoral industry . Frank Stevens published the firs t  text 
on _Aboriginal labour in the Northern Territory pastoral industry in 1 97 4. 
Stevens highlighted both the important contribution that Aboriginal workers 
had made to the development of the Northern Territory cattle industry and 
the oppressive conditions experienced by many of these workers . 2 His work 
was later ably expanded upon by the anthropologists and sociologists 
Ronald I\L Berndt and Catherine H. Berndt who wrote another text dealing 
with the participation of Aboriginal workers in the Northern Territory 
pastoral industry.3 These early texts dealing with � \boriginal labour in this
industry tended to emphasise the more aggressive elements of such 
employment. In 1 987 .. Ann I\kG rath challenged the earlier coercive model 
of  _Aboriginal-European labour relations that had been used by preceding 
scholars in her text 'Born in the Cattle '.4 This text considered the way in 
which many Aborigines chose to enter the Northern Territory cattle 
industry and how many o f  them made the industry their own. 
Frank Stevens. A borigines in the Northern Territory cattle industr\' (Canberra: Austral ian
National Un ivers i ty  Press, 1 974 ) _  
-
3 Ronald M .  Berndt and Catherine H .  BernJt. End of an Era: AboriRinal Labour in the
Northern Territo1y (Canberra: Austra l ian I n st i tute of Aboriginal  Stud ies. 1 987) _  
� Ann  McGrath. 'Born in the Cattle_ ' A borigines in Cattle Country ( Sydney: AI Jen & Unwi n.
1 987) . 
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l\IcGrath's model of labour relations, which emphasised accommodation 
over force, has been adopted by a number of other historians who have 
considered the use of Aboriginal labour in other pastoral industries .  Dawn 
l\lay, who has written extensively about the use of Aboriginal labour in 
Queensland's pastoral industry� has recognised that ,\boriginal pastoral 
workers \Vere operating in an oppressive colonial setting, but that the 
pastoral industry allowed many Aboriginal people from Queensland to 
maintain ties with their culture and environment in exchange for labour.5
A number of  accounts written by Aboriginal workers who were employed in 
Queensland's pastoral industry have emphasised the way that both coercive 
an<l accomo<lationist elements were present in labour relations between 
Aborigines and Europeans in this industry.6 Ruby DeSatge, who was 
employed as a Queensland pastoral worker in the early twentieth century, 
has recalled the more forceful aspects of  such employ1nent. 7 Jack Punch 
also remembered receiving rough treatment at the hands of his employer.8
\X'hile 1nany Aborigines in the pastoral industry were treated poorly by their 
Dawn May, From Bush to Station: Aboriginal Labour in the North Queensland Pastoral 
Industry 1861- 1897 (Townsv i l le ,  Queensland : Departmen t  of History, James Cook Universi ty, 1 983) ,  
p.65-87.
6 A number of accounts exploring the l i ves of Aborig inal pastoral workers i n  other regions of  
Austral ia  also emphas ise this .  See  for  example, Keith Wi l ley,  Boss Drover (Adelaide : Rigby, I 97  I ) ; 
B ruce Shaw. Counfl:wnen: The life histories of four Aboriginal men as told to Bruce Shaw (Canberra: 
Austral ian Inst i tute of Aboriginal  Stud ies. I 986) and Peter Read and Jay Read. Long Time, Olden 
Time: A boriginal accounts of Northern Territory historv (Al ice Springs, Northern Territory : Inst i tu te 
for Aborig inal  Development, 1 99 1  ). p. I 05- 1 2  I .
7 B i l l  Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares: Biographies ofA bori?,ines under the Queensland 
Aborif?ines A ct (Canberra: Austral ian Inst i tute of Aborig i nal Studies. 1 985).  p.22
8 ibid . . p .67.
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employers, it is also apparent that others received more favourable 
treatment. Herb \\/harton's edited text of recollections by .Aboriginal people 
who were employed in Queensland's pastoral industry includes 
reminiscences by workers who viewed some pastoral situations as being "a 
pretty good job really . "9 Another Aboriginal man who worked in 
Queensland's pastoral industry, Bowtnan J o hnson, told Andrew i\ Iarkus that 
he enjoyed performing cattle work on a Queensland station and that his 
employers were "pretty go
.od to me."
10 These tcstitnonies by i\boriginal
workers have revealed the complex nah1re of employment in Queensland's 
pastoral industry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries .  
The Queensland government kept scant records about .1. \boriginal workers 
employed in the region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
and it made no exception for i\borigincs employed in the pastoral industry. 
Despite this,  the available records clearly indicate that the pastoral industry, 
which is generally defined as that industry which gathered its income 
principally from grazing cattle, beef and sheep on large tracts of land, 1 1  did 
employ a considerable number of Aboriginal c hildren. The few regional 
surveys by local Protectors of Aboriginals which record the approximate 
9 Herb Wharton,  Cattle Camp: Murrie Droi·ers and Their Stories (St .  Lucia. Queensland: 
Uni vers i ty of Queensland Press, 1 994 ) .  
w Bowman Johnson tal ks lo Andrew M arkus, "Growing up i n  Queensland" in Valerie Chapman 
and Peter Read. eds . .  Terrible Hard Biscuits: A Reader in Aboriginal History ( St .  Leonards. New 
South Wales: The Journal of Aborigi nal H i story and Allen & Unwin ,  1 996). p .22 1 .
1 1  Graeme Dav idson. John H irst and Stuart Mac intyre .  eds . .  The Oxford Companion to 
A ustralian History ( Melbourne : Ox ford Uni vers i ty Prc�s. 1 998), pA-96. 
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ages of Aboriginal pastoral workers typically list one in every six of these 
workers as being under the age of eighteen years, and therefore classifiable 
as children.12 A considerable proportion of Aboriginal children who
laboured in this field, like most other fields, probably never had their 
employment registered because of inadequate official checks.13 Therefore,
the real number of Aboriginal children who were employed as pastoral 
workers in Queensland in this period was almost certainly much higher. 
The available data also indicates that the pastoral industry tended to employ 
a considerably higher proportion of male workers than female workers. Out 
of all of the recorded cases of Aboriginal children being employed as 
pastoral workers in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945, a total of 244 child 
12  For example, according to a list of Aborigines under agreement in Townsville in 1 903, two 
out of eleven Aboriginal males employed in the district as pastoral workers were under the age of 
eighteen. See John Quilter, Protector of Aboriginals, Townsville, to Walter Roth, Northern Protector 
of Aboriginals, 4 January 1 904, in-letter no. 2 of 1 904, "List of Aboriginals under agreement in 
Townsville and District during the year 1 903", A/44680, Queensland State Archives. According to a 
list of Aborigines employed in the Quilpie district in 1 937, one out of six Aborigines employed in the 
district as pastoral workers was under the age of eighteen. See "List of Aboriginals employed", 30 
June 1 937 [in-letter no. not provided], CPS 6D/4, Queensland State Archives. 
13 Dawn May has examined the difficulties of estimating the number of Aborigines who were 
employed in Queensland's cattle industry. See "Appendix One - Estimating the Number of Aboriginal 
Workers in the Queensland Cattle Industry" in May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry, p. 1 87-
1 90. 
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14 This graph was compiled from newspapers, archival sources and published sources. A full 
listing of each source would require several hundred detailed footnotes. Full citations are provided in 
the text after each mention of an individual case. The newspapers used were: the Mackay Mercury, 
1 867; Queen.dander, 1 842-1945, Queensland Figaro, 1 884. The archival sources included the 
following files from Queensland State Archives: A/35061 ;  A/36305; A/38083 ; A/43 14 1 ;  A/43 143; 
A/44679; A/44680; A/44681 ;  A/45044; A/58553; A/58634; A/58643; A/58644; A/58645; A/58646; 
A/58666; A/58679; A/58680; A/5868 1 ;  A/58750; A/5875 1 ;  A/58752; A/58912; A/589 1 8; 
A/58927; A/69220; A/69223; A/69417; A/69520; A/69521 ;  A/69527; COUA200; COL/A713; 
COL/A743; COL/A766; COL/139; COU140; COL/142; COL/144; CPS 6C/13;  CPS 6C/14; CPS 
6D/4; CPS 6D/5; CPS 12J/G2; HOM/J22; HOS 13/19; HOS 14 A/22; POA 90/1 ; POA 13/2; POA 
13/6 (a); POL 2A/Gl ; POL 30/Gl ;  POL 9E/Gl2; POL 1 1/B l ;  POL 12F/G13;  POL/J15 ;  POUJ17; 
POL/119; QS 629/1 (1); QS 636/1 (15). The primary published sources used were: Mary Durack, 
Kings in Grass Castles (London: Constable & Company, 1959); James B. Stevenson, Seven Years in
the Australian Bush (Liverpool: W. M. Potter, 1880). Secondary published material includes: T. 
Forde, 'Confinement and Control' : A History of Woorabinda Aboriginal Community 1927-1990, BA 
Hons thesis, University of Queensland, 1990; May, From Bush to Station; May, Aboriginal Labour 
and the Cattle Industry and Henry Reynolds, With the white people: The crucial role of Aborigines in 
the exploration and development of Australia (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1990). 
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workers were male, with only seventeen being female. This means that the 
recorded Aboriginal child workforce in the pastoral industry was ninety-
three per cent male and seven per cent female (see Chart 6. 1) .  Pastoral work 
was certainly viewed as a masculine occupation in the time period 
considered and European employers and missionaries would have opted 
where possible to employ Aboriginal girls as domestic servants instead of 
pastoral workers.15 
It is important to note that the available statistics almost certainly understate 
the total number of Aboriginal girls who were employed as pastoral 
workers.16 This is because most of the European employers who had young 
Aboriginal girls working for them in this capacity would have been reluctant 
to admit the 'masculine' nature of the work that these girls were really 
performing. There is evidence indicating that some Aboriginal women were 
officially classified as domestic servants when they were actually performing 
pastoral work.17 While the gender imbalance is probably not as significant as 
the statistics suggest, there is, however, no doubt that more Aboriginal 
males than females worked in Queensland's pastoral industry. 
15  Joanne Scott mentions the way that European employers and missionaries usually opted to 
employ Aboriginal men and women in very different capacities. See Joanne Scott, 'Generic 
Resemblances' ? Women and Work in Queensland, 1 9 1 9- 1 939, Ph.D. thesis, University of Queensland, 
1 995, p. 1 84 . 
16 Dawn May cites a considerable number of examples of Aboriginal women being employed as 
pastoral workers. See May, From bush to station, p.83-84. 
17 See for example Acting Sergeant, Nambour, to Superintendent, Barambah settlement, 23 
September 1 924, in-letter no. 527 1 of 1 924, A/58696, Queensland State Archives and Deputy Chief 
Protector of Aboriginals to Superintendent, Purga Mission, 1 9  February 1 934, in-letter no. 1 379 of 
1 935, A/58802, Queensland State Archives. 
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Den1ographic data indicates that the average age of Aboriginal children who 
were cn1ploycd as pastoral workers was younger in the period from 1 842 
until the passage of the Aboriginals Protection a11d Res!Jiction of the Sale of Opi11m 
Act of 1 897 than it was in the period after the passage of this Act until after 
the Second \Vorld \Var (see Chart 6 .3  and Chart 6 .4) .  In the earlier period, 
the tnajority of Aboriginal children were aged between ten and twelve years 
of age. f\ Iore Aboriginal children were listed as being ten years of age than 
any other single age in this early period (see Chart 6 .3) .  In the later period, 
the tnajority of Aboriginal children were listed as being between the ages of  
twelve and fourteen years of age. f\ 1ore _ \boriginal children were listed as 
being fourteen years of age than any other single age in this later period (see 
Chart 6 .4) .  
There are examples of  very young Aboriginal children being employed in 
both the period before the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Rest1iction 
of the Sale of Opi11m Act of1 897 and the later period after the passage of this 
.Act. \Vhile the average age of Aboriginal children employed as pastoral 
workers may have tended to have been lower in the period before the 
passage of  the 1 897 Act, the youngest child listed as performing this type of  
labour was employed in the period after the passage of  the Act. This child 
was only four years of age (See Chart 6.4) .  In the earlier period, the 
youngest child listed as perfo1nung pastoral work was scven-vears-old. 
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Quecnslan<l's pastoral industry was one of  its major economic industries in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The historian, Noela 
Corfield, has explained that in the first two decades after con1mencen1ent of 
free settlement in the i\ Ioreton Bay District in 1 842, British settlers focused
on nmning sheep for profit.2 1  The land in the southern part of the colony
proved most  conducive to sheep grazing . .c\ Iaurice French likewise has 
estimated that by 1 844 there were 1 35,000 hea<l of sheep in the Darling 
Downs region alone, with each station holding an average of  5000 shecp .21
\\/hen changing environmental conditions made the running o f  sheep 
unprofitable in the late 1 860s , more pastoralists dirccte<l their attention 
towar<ls cattle.23
The cattle industry, which took off after the 1 860s, was predominantly 
concentrated in the northern region of Queensland. 1\Iay has charted the 
rise of the North Queensland cattle industry and has revealed that in 1 860 
the colonial government formulated a land code which favoured pastoral 
expansion.24 During the 1 860s, financial <lifficulties, \boriginal resistance
2 1  Nola Corficld,  The Development of the Catt le I ndustry i n  Queens land, 1 840- 1 890, University 
of Queensland, BA thesis, I 959, p. i - i i .  See also D.  B. Waterson ,  Squatter, Selector. and Storekeeper:
A History of the Darling Downs 1859-93 ( Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1 968)  and Maurice
French. A Pastoral Romance: The tribulation and triumph of squatterdom (Toowoomba, Queensland : 
Uni vers i ty College of Southern Queensland. 1 990). 
22 French. A Pastoral Romance, p.28 .  
23 Corficld.  The Development of the Catt le I ndustry i n  Queensland, 1 840- I 890 . p . i- i i .  See a lso
J .  H.  Kel ly. Beef Jn Northern A ustralia (Canberra: Austral ian  National Univers i ty Press, 1 97 1  ). p. I J -
1 8 . 
May. "The North Queensland Bee f Cat tle Industry : A n  H i qorical Overv iew . .. p . 1 2 1 .
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and shortages of other labour meant that many northern pastoralists either 
abandoned their stations or found the continual nmning of their properties 
to be extremely difficult. The position of European pastoralis ts improved 
greatly in the 1 870s, with gold rushes leading to further pastoral expansion 
and many European pastoralists starting to rely on Aboriginal workers . 
Nocla Deutscher has explained that Queensland usurped New South \\'ales 
as the country's main producer of cattle by the 1 870s.25 By 1 903, there were 
at least two million head of cattle in Queensland and by 1 91 0  this count had
risen to 4.6 million head of cattle.26 
.1\Iay has convincingly argued that Queensland's pastoral industry was 
extremely dependent on Aboriginal workers by the late nineteenth century 
and that it remained reliant on this labour until well into the middle of the 
twentieth century.27 As Peggy Brock has explained, the Australian pastoral 
industry remained reliant on Aboriginal labour until the 1 960s, when the 
industry began to use increasing technology and fewer Aboriginal 
employees .28 European pastoralists came to rely heavily on the skills that 
Aboriginal workers brought to the industry. This has been examined in 
Noela Deutscher, 'The Cattle Industry i n  Queensland, 1 870- 1 880" in D.  P .  Crook, ed . ,  
Questioning the Past: A Selection of Papers in History and Government (St .  Lucia.  Queensland: 
Universi ty of Queensland Press, 1 972). p. 1 93 .  
26 Kel ly ,  Beef in Northern A ustralia, p. 1 3 .
27 M ay, From Bush to station and M ay, .Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry. Europeans i n  
the region were clearly us ing Aborigines as pastoral workers very early a fter free settlement, wi th 
Edmund Uhr us ing Aborigi nal workers as shepherd as early as I 843 .  See Sydney Morn ing Herald. 4 
December 1 843,  p .3 .  
28 Peggy Brock ,  "Pastora) S tations and Reserves in South and Central Austral ia, I 850s- I 950s" i n  
Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds . with Jackie Huggins,  Aboriginal Workers (Sydney: Austra l ian  
Society for the  Study of  Lahour History. 1 995 ) .  p .  I 03. 
detail bv T\ IcGrath�9 in her s tudy of  :\boriginal labour in the Northern
" . 
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Territory pastoral industry. Both 1\ Iay3n and Bill Thorpe3 1  have al so explored
the way Queensland pastoralists depended on traditional Aboriginal skills .  
The exact type of labour that Aborit,>-inal pastoral workers were expected to 
perform varied from station to s tation.32 �lost workers were expected to
care for stock and muster cattle. T'he colonial writer, Robert G rav, 
described a typical daily routine on Queensland pastoral properties including 
tasks such as making shecp-yarJs,  doing general s tation maintenance, riding
out in the early morning to count s tock and butchering and s laughtering 
animals .33 _.Aboriginal pastoral workers were also expected to be able to
move stock considerable distances . In 1 892, a writer to the Oueenslander 
"-
illustrated the wide-ranging tasks that Aboriginal station workers were 
performing by stating that "at most sta tions you will find the 'blacks ' . . .  
employed in doing odd jobs."3.i
29 McGrath .  'Born in the Cattle ' .  p. 1 45- 1 75.  
May. A boriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry, p.54.  JO 
J I  Bi l l  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives 011 a frontier society (St .  Lucia. Queensland:  
University of Queensland Press, 1 996), p.67. 
32 Ann McGrath mentions the d iverse range of duties that Ahoriginal pastoral workers in the
Northern Terri tory were expected to perform hefore the Sl·cond World War. Sec Ann  McGrath. 
· 'Before grog. before wages, before the Japanee [ sic] war: The Northern Terri tory in 1 93 8  and some
station rout i nes" i n  B i l l  Gammage and Andrew Markus. eds . . all that dirt: aborigines / 938 (Canherra :
History Project Incorporated . 1 982 ), p .7 1 .  
3-' Robert Gray, Reminiscences of India and North Quee11sla11d I 857- 1 9  I 2 (London : Con�tahlc .
1 9 1 3 ). p. 1 95 .  
'.t ·' Queem lmuler. I 0 Seplemher 1 892.  p.5 1 .  
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Colonial observers stressed the skill with which _Aboriginal workers 
performed these tasks . J\Iary Durack described how her family employed 
"son1e mighty fine black stockmen" who "could handle horses and cattle 
with the best of them" on their property, Tlry!tmgra, in western Queensland
in the 1 870s.35 The colonial writer, W. S. S .  Tyrwhitt noted in 1 888 that:
At a mustering the blacks are always useful, knowing the country 
thoroughly an<l being able to track cattle better than anyone. l\Iany of  
then1 are splendid riders,  being utterly reckless and able to mount any 
horse.36
Aboriginal skill and initiative meant that these workers made an extremely 
vital contribution to the Queensland pastoral industry in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries .  In  1 903, Harold l\Ieston extolled the benefits 
of Aboriginal pastoral workers in a letter to the Under Secretary and Home 
Office.  l\ Ieston wrote that "the blacks are of more service to the station 
than white men as they know the tuns better, and their ability to work 
among stock is beyond question."37 Also in 1 903, Dr. \�'alter Roth, then the
Northern Protector of Aboriginals, cited correspondence from several 
northern pastoralists praising the merits of  Aboriginal labour in the cattle 
in<lust1y. G. A. Bris tow of Aliranda Downs station asserted that Aboriginal 
workers were "as good and, in a great many instances ,  better" than 
J6 
37 
Mary Durack. Kings in Grass Castles ( Lon<lon: Constable & Company. 1 959) ,  p . 1 45 . 
W. S . S .  Tyrwhi tt ,  The New Chum in the Queensland Bush (Ox ford : J .  Vincent ,  1 888) .  p. 1 06.
Harold Meston to the Un<lcr Secretary and Home Office, 5 January I 903. i n- letter no. 1 466 of
I 903, COL/ I 4-L Queen sland State Archives.
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European workers. 38 John T. Roberts, the Pastoral Inspector for the Bank
of New South \\?ales declared that Aboriginal workers were "preferable and 
far more reliable than white labour among cattle, always sober, and more 
bi<ldable. "39 By 1 906, the Protector of �-\boriginals at Normanton, James
Ol<l, was able to confirm that most northern stations were heavily 
dependent on Aboriginal labour. He asserted that "between No1manton and 
Burketown there are small [Aboriginal] camps on nearly all s tations ."40
\'<'hile pastoral \\'ork was undeniably n�ry physically <lctnanding, employers
had no compunctions about employing .:\boriginal children as well as adults 
in this field of  labour. \X'hen Bil l  Rosser asked Bruce Bismark, who began 
work as a stockman at the age o f  ten, whether he was tl1e youngest 
.\boriginal worker on his station, Bismark infonne<l hin1 that it was very
common to start work at very young ages an<l that on his particular station 
"there was a big mob of  us . In those days we never used to go to school, 
see. They used to take us out to mustering camps."4 1  Similarly, Harry
Spencer told Rosser that "they started us off young in tny day. I worked 
hard when I was twelve ."42 Hazel �kKellar wrote that well into the middle
of the twentieth century, Aboriginal children were given very little schooling,
38 "An n ual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals  for 1 903". Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers. Vol . I .  1 904 , p .847 . 
. N Ibid . 
.JO James Old ,  Normanton. to the Chief Protector of Aborig i nals ,  8 January 1 906, i n- letter no. 
1 1 8 of 1 906, A/44680. Queensland State Archives .
.J I  Rosser, Drea111ti111e Nightmares. p. I 0 I . 
.J �  Ibid., p.90. 
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because Europeans were very keen to employ female Aboriginal children as
domestic servants and male �Aboriginal children as pastoral workers . 
l\IcKellar observed that for the first half of the twentieth century, it was 
usual for Aboriginal children to start perfonning demanding physical labour 
"as young as eleven or twelve."43
Statistics indicate that colonists were employing young Aboriginal workers 
almost from the beginning of free scttle1ncnt in the l\Ioreton Bay Dis trict. 
Before the 1 840s were even over, Andrew Petrie, the patriarch of one of 
Queensland's most famous pioneering families ,  was using a fourteen-year-
old Aboriginal boy, Wamgul, to mind his cattle in the Brisbane area of  
York's Hollow, which later became known as Fortitude Valley . ..w. There are 
a number of examples of young Aboriginal children being employed as 
pastoral workers in the 1 850s and 1 860s, and by the 1 870s it had become 
commonplace for s tations to employ these young Aboriginal workers . In 
1 879, the Queen.dander newspaper argued that Aboriginal children were 
particularly suited to pastoral labour. The newspaper asserted that "the boys 
are very quick at learning to ride, and if not interfered with by their more 
aged companions would become really 
·B Hazel McKel lar. ed . ,  hy Thom Blake. Matya-Mundu: A History <if the Aboriginal People of 
South West Queensland (Cunamul la. Queensland : Cunamul la  A ustra l ian Nati \'e Wel fare Assoc iation, 
1 984) ,  p.77 . 
. u Constance Campbel l  Petrie .  Tom Petrie 's Reminiscences <�f Early Queensland, recorded b \' 
his daughter ( Bri sbane: Watson Ferguson. 1 904). p. 1 43- 1 45 .  
-
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uscful." -f �  During the 1 880s, the number of  Aboriginal children employed in
this capacity rose yet again (Sec Chart 6.5) .  
The demand fo r  Aboriginal child pastoral workers was unremitting for the 
first half of the twentieth century. In 1 903, the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals,  Dr. \\'alter Roth, observed that quite a significant nutnber o f  
"comparatively young males - in some cases, almost children - are largely 
employed at horse work."46 ,\ number of  European employers wrote to the
Chief Protector of  Aboriginals in the early twentieth century� requesting this 
type of labour. In 1 908, \V R. Thomp son of Nambour wrote to the Chief 
Protector of  _Aboriginals, asking to be provided with an Aboriginal boy to 
perform stock work. Thompson specifically requested a twelve or thirteen-
year-old boy, "so as a person can break them in to do what is  right."47 In
1 9 1 0, one settler wrote to  the Chief Protector of Aboriginals ,  requesting 
"two or three boys - whole black - about twelve years old" to become 
stockmen.48 In 1 9 1 1 ,  the Chief Protector of Aboriginals told the Protector 
of  Aboriginals at Cloncurry that he would not be able to provide a 
Cloncurry settler with a young Aboriginal p astoral worker because "I have 
-15 Queenslander, 1 2  Ju ly  I 879. p.45 . 
Wal ter Roth to the U nder Secretary, Departmen t  of Publ ic Lands, I September 1 903, i n- let ter 
no. 27642 of 1 903. · ·or. Roth s Progress Report : August 1 903" , Af44680. Queens land State Arch ives .  
-'7 W. R .  Thompson . Nambour. to the Ch ief Protector of Aborig inals ,  3 1  March 1 908, i n -Jetter 
-16 
no. () ) 055 of 1 908. A/58665 . Queensland State Arch ives.  
-'8 R.  M. Watson to the Chief Protector of Aborigi nals,  22  December 1 9 1 0, i n - letter no. 0003 8 of
1 9 1 0, Af58665. Queens land S tate Arch ives. 
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no 'boy' in view now that I could send him, Aboriginal labour being much
. 
d d 
,,501n deman an as a consequence, scarce. 
The First and Second World Wars did not curtail the demand for young 
Aboriginal pastoral workers. In 19 18, John Bleakley, the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals, declared that "the demand for Aboriginal labour remains 
strong, and there is no difficulty in providing employment for all able-
bodied people."51 Some years later, in 1 940, Bleakley noted that the demand
for Aboriginal workers had increased as a result of European workers being 
overseas fighting in the Second World War.52 In 1 942, C. O'Leary, the
Deputy Director of Native Affairs in the state, also emphasised that the 
Second World War had increased the demand for Aboriginal pastoral 
workers.53 Well into the middle of the twentieth century, European
employers continued to express a desire to employ young Aboriginal 
children as pastoral workers. During the course of her travels in the Gulf of 
Carpentaria region after the Second World War, the writer, Jean Devanny, 
was told by one pastoralist that "if they begin young . . . [Aborigines] are the 
50 John B leakley, Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to Protector of Aboriginals, Cloncurry, 2 
November 1 9 1 1 ,  in-letter no. 02 1 22 of 1 9 1 1 ,  A/58665, Queensland State Archives. 
5 1  "Aboriginals Department - Information Contained in Report fo r  the Year Ended 3 1 st 
December, 1 9 1 8", p. l .  
52 "Director of Native Affairs - Information Contained in Report for the Year Ended 3 1 st of
December 1 940", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 94 1 ,  p.963. 
53 "Native Affairs Information Contained in Report of Deputy Director of Native Affairs for the 
Eighteen Months ended 30th June, 1 942", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 942- 1 943, Vol. l ,
p.695.
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best stockmcn a man can get. Fourteen is the latest  we �hould be able to 
pick them up. "5-i
\X'hile it is apparent that many Aboriginal children worked in Queensland's 
pastoral industry, most official records do not contain much infonnation 
regarding the tasks that these young .Aboriginal pastoral workers were 
expected to perform. �lary Durack mentions that her family 'purchased' an 
eight or nine-year-old Aboriginal boy from another European in colonial 
Queensland and the boy had ''a confident seat in the saddle" and had 
already been trained for horse tailing and was "pretty reliable."55 Official
notations are not as detailed as Durack's summary and usually only include a 
one or two word summary of the type of labour being performed. One 
typical description, written by Harold �feston in 1 902, merely s tates that 
three .:\ boriginal boys, one aged eleven, one aged fourteen and another aged
seventeen, were employed on B11!!00 Downs station as stockmen. 56
Gaps in official correspondence regarding the type of work that young 
. Aboriginal pastoral workers were expected to perfonn can be filled from 
primary recollections by � \ boriginal workers, as well as from occasional 
notations on governmental correspondence. Ruby De Satge re1nembered 
Jean Dcvanny. Trm·e/s in North Queensland ( London :  Jarrolds, 1 95 I ) . p. 1 89.  
Durack,  Kings in Grass Castles . p.29 1 .  
56 Harold Meston to the Home Secretary. 24 February 1 902 . i n- let ter  no. 03 1 m of 1 902.
COL/ 1 -U .  Queensland S tate Archives. 
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�\boriginal children who were only about sixty centitnetres tall being tnade 
to mus ter cattle and tail horses.  She told Bill Ro�ser that "they worked all 
right. �lake no mistake!"57 J ack Punch, who began pastoral employment at 
the age of ten or eleven, has described how he went out mus tering at this 
young age on Barkfy Downs station. 58 
.Aboriginal workers who were employed in the Queensland pastoral industry 
as children all reiterate the difficult nature of the work they were expected to 
perform. Harry Spencer, recalled that he '\vorked hard when I was 
twclve. "59 Spencer started off his working life looking after horses and then 
began mustering when he was fourteen-years-old.60 Bowman J ohnson, who 
worked on a cattle station as a teenager, recalls that he was expected to work 
extremely hard. He remembers that he: 
. .  Done all cattle  work. Ride bucking horses,  mustered up cattle, go out 
mustering nearly all the time, we were out mostly a week, sometimes two 
weeks . You mustered up all the cattle, bring them back in, dip them all 
and take them back from where you got them from."6 1  
In 1 926, Bleakley reported that one seven-year-old boy was "being made 
good use of' by the manager of one northern station. He was "stock riding
and droving" without ever being paid.62 These children worked \Tty long
57 
58 
:\9 
60 
6 1  
Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares, p .26. 
Ibid. , p.67. 
Ibid . .  p .90. 
Ibid. 
· ·Bowman Johnson talks to Andrew Markus· · ,  p.22 1 .  
Protector of Ahorigi nals .  Neho. to the Chief Protector of  Aboriginals ,  Brishanc, 1 2  Septcmhcr 
1 929. i n - letter no. 355 of 1 929. A/20595, Queensland State Arch ives .
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hours, with Spencer remembering working from two o'clock in the morning 
until ten o'clock at night when he was only fifteen-years-old.63 
While Aboriginal children who were employed in the pastoral industry were 
expected to take on many responsibilities, very few employers treated these 
children well, making for unhappy working lives. While a number of 
historians have argued that the siruation involving adult Aboriginal workers 
in the pastoral industry was complicated, with some workers possessing a 
degree of negotiating power,64 this was not the case with Aboriginal children 
who were employed in this field of labour. It is apparent that these young 
workers had very little control over their working lives, with their European 
employers having an enormous degree of power over them. These young 
Aboriginal pastoral workers, like Aboriginal children who were employed in 
other fields of labour in Queensland in this period, were trapped in an 
unfree siruation that was very similar to slavery.65 Their employers were able 
to exercise almost total domination over them 
63 Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares, p.9 1 .  
See for example, McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle ',  p. 1 45- 1 75.  and May, Aboriginal Labour and 
the Cattle Industry, p. 45, 52-53, 57. 
65 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p.27.  
64 
Figure 566 
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Koko, aged nine years, was employed on Bu/loo Downs station in 
1 896 
66 Aborigines - Bulloo Downs station. 1 896. 'Koko' aged 9 years, 59536, John Oxley Library, 
Queensland. 
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Figure 667
Unknown Aboriginal boy employed as a pastoral worker in  colonial 
Queensland 
67 Photo number not provided, Mitchell Library, New South Wales. 
and the vast majority of Aboriginal children were unable to resist this 
d . . b 1 68ramattc power-rm a ance. 
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These were left in an extremely vulnerable position because officials did not 
perform checks on their employment situations in the nineteenth century. 
Although officials in the twentieth century were meant to check their 
situations, they rarely did so. In theory, after the passage of the Aboriginals 
Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897, all Aboriginal children
employed in the pastoral industry should have been issued with employment 
permits renewable on an annual basis through application to regional 
Protectors of Aboriginals . The government, however, did not seem to have 
taken the distribution of these permits very seriously. In 1 898 Archibald 
tvleston confirmed the perfunctory nature of these permits when he handed 
out "a considerable number" of pre-signed blank permits to the Secretary of 
the Pastoralists' Association for this Secretary to distribute to station 
owners. 69 Mes ton was content to let pastoralists employ Aborigines under 
permits that had not been cited by the government. tvfany officials did not 
insist on settlers who employed Aboriginal children having these permits. 
In 1 924 the Chief Protector of Aboriginals became aware that the Protector 
68 The issue of power and domination being central to slavery is discussed in Robert A. Padgug, 
"Problems in the Theory of Slavery and Slave Society", Science and Society, Vol.  40, No. l (Spring 
1 976), p .3-27 . See also Orlando Patterson, "On slavery and slave formations", New Left Review, No. 
1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p.3 l -67; Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 1 - 1 4 and Robin 
B lackbum, "Defining Slavery - Its Special Features and Social Role" in Leonie J. Archer, ed., Slavery 
and Other Forms of Unfree labour (London: Routledge, 1 988), p.262-279. 
69 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary and the Home Secretary, 2 1  June 1 898, in-letter no. 
85 1 9  of 1 898, COU l 40, Queensland State Archives. 
of Aboriginals at Burketown had told local pastoralists that "it was not
. 
b , ,70necessary to sign on young oys . 
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In other cases, officials would draw up long standing pennits which did not 
have to be renewed on an annual basis. Employers were also known to 
have tried to indenture Aborit,rinal children employed as pastoral workers to 
service for indefinite periods .  In  1 90 1 , A. B. l\IcDonald , the owner of 
Grosve11or Downs station near Clermont, had legal documents drawn up \vhich 
would indenture an Aboriginal boy who was less than ten years of age to 
him for a period of seven years .7 1  The Clermont Police 1\lat,ristrate
witnessed the agreement and it was not until another police officer 
questioned the legality of the documents that the seven-year agreement was 
cancelled. \Vhen Archibald 1\Ieston became aware of the case, he 
denounced l\IcDonald's attempts to sign the child to a seven-year agreement 
as "one of the many attempts to force Aboriginals to remain in service 
whether they like it or not. "72 This was not 1\IcDonald's first attempt to
force Aboriginal children to remain in his service. Nine years earlier, in 
1 892, he had written to the Colonial Secretary, trying to gain custody of two 
�-\horiginal boys, both about twelve years of  age, who lived on his station.73
70 Herbert Be l l .  Constable. Babinda S tation, Cairns District. to the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals,  Brisbane. 26 March 1 924. i n- letter no. 1 64 of 1 924, N58643.  Queensland State Archives.
7 1  Archibald Mcston to the Under Secretary .  Home Office. 22  August 1 90 I .  i n-letter no.  1 78.32
of 1 90 1 ,  COL/ 1 45 ,  Queensland S tate Archives.  
72 /hid. 
A. B .  McDonald to the Colonia l  Secretary. 1 3  March 1 892. in- letter no. 3434 of 1 892. 
COL/A766. Queensland S tate Arch ives. 
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There are many other examples of  officials letting station owners etnploy 
;-\ boriginal children without holding permits . In 1 902, 1\1 organ Popp in., the
manager of I.<;yabra station, was given guardianship of an eight-year-old 
Aboriginal boy who worked on the station.74 Two years later, in 1 905, the 
owner of Eidsvold s tation was permitted to employ three _Aboriginal children, 
a six-year-old girl, an eleven-year-old boy and a twelve-year-old boy as 
pastoral workers without pennits being issucd.75 It is very probable that a 
large number of station owners did not even bother to apply for pennits for 
the Aboriginal child ren they employed because the risk of detection was 
low. 
Due to the nature o f  the tasks they performed, Aboriginal children who 
were employed as pastoral workers were likely to sustain injuries during the 
course of their employment. This type of work was very dangerous even for 
adult workers in Queensland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. It is important to keep in mind the young age and underdeveloped 
physical condition o f  many of the Aboriginal children who were en1ployed 
in this industry and to remember how vulnerable they were to injury. Lily 
Baldwin, who was born on Delta Downs station in north Queensland, told 
7-t Harold Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office. 1 1  M arch 1 903, i n- letter no. 0463 1 of  
1 903. COL/ J .+4 .  Queensland S tate Arch ives. 
75 Constable Eugene H .  Dohm to the Chief Protector of Ahorig i nals .  Bri sbane, 1 4  August 1 905 . 
i n-letter no. 1 8  of 1 905. A/5 875 I .  Queensland State Arch iws .  
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Dawn i\Iay that the station manager placed her on a pillow on a horse so she 
could learn mustering when she was about two years of  age.76 It docs not
appear that the s tation owners had much regard for the safety of the child. 
In 1 902, I\fr. \"'V'ilson, the manager of Canohie station at Cloncurry, had no 
compunctions about employing three very young Aboriginal children at 
mustering, despite the dangerous nature of the job. Two of these children, a 
boy and a girl, were five years of  age and another boy was nine years of  
agc.77
Herb \Vharton has described how Ruby De Satge had many lasting injuries 
in her later life as a result. De Satgc had a troublesome shoulder from falling 
off horses, a scar under her right eye from falling from another horse and 
being kicked by it while doing mustering work and walked with a stick 
because of dislocated and broken bones which had not healed properly . 78 
Rosalind Kidd cites correspondence from the Director of the Department 
of Native Affairs in 1 957,  in which he admitted that Aboriginal children 
who were perfon11ing pastoral work often sustained broken arms and legs .79
76 Li ly Baldwin.  i nterviewed by Dawn May, 9 July J 982, Normanton. Dawn May Private 
Col lection. Cairns. 
7 7  Protector of Ahoriginals ,  Cloncurry , lo the Chief Protector of Aboriginals .  3 November 1 905 . 
in- letter no. J 396 of 1 905. A/5875 1 .  Queensland Stale Arch ives.  
78 Wharton. Cattle Camp. p.49.
7 9  Rosal i nd Kidd. Black Lil'es. Gm·ernment Lies ( Sydney : Un ivers i ty of New South Wales
Press. 2000), p.  J 8.
3.26 
There are instances of young Aboriginal pastoral workers being hospitalised 
in the nineteenth and twentieth century but these records do not lis t  the 
reason. I t  is difficult to judge whether these children were admitted because 
of childhood diseases or the rough injuries sustained during the course of  
etnployment. In  1 892 Sandy, a seventeen-year-old stockrider fron1 
Cooktown was hospitalised in the Cooktown District Hospital for eleven 
days . One month later he was readmitted for twenty days.80 In 1 9 1 6, Victor 
Parker, described as a ten-year-old stockman from Croydon, received 
treatment in the Croydon District Hospital for a period of six days .8 1 In 
1 939 another young pastoral worker, aged about thirteen, who was 
employed in northern Queensland, was diagnosed with tuberculosis and was 
"not expected to outlive a wet season as a s tockman."8� Despite this, his 
employer kept using the child in that capacity, In one case, which occurred 
in 1 938, Harold Doyle, an Aboriginal child whose age was not provided, 
accidentally shot himself in the wrist while trying to shoot a pig in the course 
of his employment on l\iaxvale station at Jundah.83 Doyle had only been in 
service for ten days when the incident occurred and he was subsequently 
sent back to \Voorabinda .  \boriginal mission to recover from the shooting.84 
80 Cook Hospi tal Board. Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospi tal , HOS 1 3/ 1 9. 29 Ju ly  I 892 -
8 August I 89� , Queens land State Arch ives.  
8 1  Croydon District Hospi tal , Registers of Adm ission, 29 January I 9 1 3  - 2 8  December 1 9 1 6.
HOS 1 4  A/22.  Queensland State Arch ives.
82  G.  H. Schwartz to John B leakley, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals .  25 February 1 939 [ i n-
lctter no. not provided I .  A/589 1 8 , Queensland State Arch i ves .
iu Sub-Inspector of Pol ice,  Longrcach District. Jundah Station, to the Chief Protector of 
Ahorigi nal s . Br isbane, I 0 October 1 938, i n- letter no. I 52 of 1 938,  POL 9E/G 1 2 , Queensland State
Arch ives .  
S-I Ibid. 
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G iven the dangerous nature of pastoral work, it is not surprising that there is 
a recorded instanc� of an Aboriginal child being killed while performing this 
type of labour. In 1 922, a thirteen-year-old 1\boriginal boy from Burketown 
was killed after he fell off a horse while working amongst cattle .  He died 
from head injuries that he sustained in the fall. This child had not been 
employed under an official agreement.85 Due to the extremely strenuous 
nature of pas.toral work, it is almost certain that other _, \boriginal children 
were killed while perfonning this dangerous type of labour. As previously 
discussed, a great number of Aboriginal children probably did not have their 
employment entered on official records and therefore it is likely their deaths 
were not officially noticed. 
\X'hile these children were quite literally risking their lives with this 
employment, most  of  these young workers were either not paid or were not 
paid in full. This is confirmed both by the recollections of  .Aboriginal
people who worked in Queensland's pastoral industry and in 
correspondence written by government officials . Ruby De Satge told Bill 
Rosser that she knew of  many Aboriginal children who worked in this 
capacity without ever receiving re1nuneration. De Satge reme1nbered that 
pastoralis ts "gave them nothing. You never see them with money. They 
85 Gordon Spencer. Sub-I nspector of Pol ice, Cloncurry Stat ion.  Cloncurry District, to the Chief  
Protector of Aborigi nals, 1 7  August 1 923 [ i n- letter no.  not  provided] .  A/58643.  Queensland State 
Archives. 
., ?8 .) ..... 
didn't understand tnoney and the s tation people didn)t want you to teach 
them anything about money."86 Jack Punch, who worked on Headli11gjy 
station in the 1 930s from the age of eleven to eighteen, never received any 
\vages and was only given food and tobacco. 87
There is evidence that employers wrote to government officials, requesting 
pern1ission to underpay young _\ boriginal pas toral workers . In 1 9 1 0  one 
employer applied to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for permi::lsion to 
pay lower than normal wages to two or three .Aboriginal pastoral workers, 
aged about twelve years . He argued that "for a year they would be worth
little until they learn the business ."88 In 1 924 the Chief Protector of
Aboriginals gave the manager of  Chatsworth s tation permission to underpay a 
nine-year-old Aboriginal boy, a ten-year-old Aboriginal boy and a twelve-
year-old Aboriginal boy who were engaged in mustering work on his s tation. 
\'Vhile the award rate had been set in 1 9 1 9  at the rate of ten shillings per 
week for Aboriginal s tockworkers aged under eighteen years, these children 
were being paid three shillings and six pence per week. 89
It seems that it was common practice for employers to argue that .Aboriginal 
child pastoral workers were worth substantially lower wages than either 
87 
Rosser. Dreamtime Nightmares. p.26.  
/hid., p.67.
88  R.  M. Watson lo the Chief Protector of Aborig i nals .  22  December 1 9 1  O. i n-letter no. 00038 of
1 9 1 0. A/58665 , Queensland S tate Arch ives.
S'' Protector of Aboriginals. Kuri<lala, to the Chief Protector of Aborigi nals. B risbane, 3 Apri l
1 92-L  in- Jetter no. 836 of 1 924. A/5 86-+4. Queensland State Arch ives .
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Aboriginal adults or European workers. \X'hen Jean Devanny toured 
northern Queensland after the Second \V'orld W7ar she reported that one 
Normanton station o\vner had told her that Aboriginal pastoral workers 
were not able to be trained properly if they were older than fourteen and 
that these children "should work for two years for tucker only. It's just 
stupid nonsense that we should be compelled to pay n ____ real money 
while they are learning their trade."90 
In some instances, etnployers even underpaid young .Aboriginal pastoral 
workers without official permission. Queensland government officials were 
well-aware that many station owners were doing this , even at the start of the 
twentieth century .9 1  As the century progressed, it seems that many
employers continued to try to underpay their young Aboriginal pastoral 
workers . In 1 9 1 1 a l\ lr. \X'harton came to official attention for not paying 
Bertie, the fifteen-year-old Aboriginal boy he employed near Townsville, the 
full amount of wages he was owed.92 In another case,  which occurred in 
1 935, another child employed in Kingham was retnoved from his 
employment position because he was not receiving the wages his agreement 
specified. 93 
90 Devanny, Travels in North Queensland. p. 1 87 .  
9 1  Harold Meston to t he  Under S ecretary, Home Office, 20 January 1 903 , in- letter no .  0427 1 of 
I 9m. COL/ 1 4-l.  Queensland S tate Arch ives.9::! 2 1  August 1 9 1  I .  POL l l /B I .  Queensland Stale Archi ves .  
93 Protector of  Aborigi nals  to Chief  Protector of Aborig inals. 30 January 1 935. [ i n-lettcr no. not 
provided I. POL 2A/G7. QucenslanJ S tate Archives .  
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Like -\borit,rinal children who worked in other fields of  labour, Queensland's 
young .. -\boriginal pastoral workers were often not prcwiJed with any 
education. Evidence suggests that in those rare cases when .:\boriginal child 
s tockworkers were provided with an education, it was 1nore at the 
instigation of regional Protectors o f  �-\boriginals than cn1ployers or the Chie f 
Protector o f  .:\boriginals . I n  one unusual case, which occurre<l in 1 903,  
Protector King at Cooktown removed a thirteen-year-old girl from her 
position as a s tockworkcr at Cooktown to Yarrabah mission specifically 
because she was receiving no cducation.94 The following year, in 1 904, Dr. 
Roth, allowed one northern pastoralist to continue to employ a fourteen-
year-old boy who had not yet received any education, on the proviso that 
the chil<l be given eighteen months schooling. 95 I t  is not known whether the 
child actually received this education as his situation was not monitored 
again. In 1 933 Bleakley allowed a young Aboriginal boy to be employed on a 
s tation, despite conceding that the Ed11catio11 Act of1 87 5 meant that the child 
should have received an education until he was fourteen years of agc.96 
Employers caused further disadvantage and emotional trauma to manv 
young Aboriginal pastoral workers by removing them frotn their traditional
areas and families and not returning them. 'There are a number of instances 
James Ki ng, Protector of Aborigi nals .  Cooktown. to Walter Roth. Northern Protector of
Aborigi nals,  9 M ay 1 904, in- le tter no. 7 1  of 1 904, "Annual Report 1 903" " ,  N44680. Queensland State 
Arc h i ves .
95 Walter Roth to the U nJer Secretary, Publ ic Lands. I Apri l 1 904, in- letter no.  58 1 of 1 904.
"Dr. Roth s Progress Report : March 1 90-f ' .  N4468 I .  Queensland State Arch ives .  
96 Joh n B leakley. 2 May 1 933. i n- le tter no . U5 1 of J 933 .  N69220. Queens land State Arc h i ves .  
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of  Aboriginal children moving stock to another region and being left
abandoned in the new region with no means of  returning home. In  1 884 
one correspondent informed the Queens!ander newspaper that he had seen 
..:\ borigines working:
. . .  with cattle all the way from Queensland to Port Darwin, and there k�ft 
(\Tery much against their will) ,  over 1 000 1niles from their native place, 
because to bring them back after their six months' faithful service would 
cos t  £3 or £ 4 for a deck passage. 97 
In order to prevent the removal and subsequent abandonment of .i\borit,rinal 
workers frotn one district to another, in 1 897 the Queensland govcrnn1ent 
instituted a system where employers intending to removal Aborigines from 
one dis trict to another had to pay a bond which was refundable when the 
Aboriginal worker was returned to the initial district.98 This legislation 
would have been ineffective in practice because most  removals would have 
been clandestine and consequently unobserved by government officials . As 
the twentieth century began, incidents of Aboriginal children employed 
pastoral workers being removed from their traditional localities and 
abandoned in new locations by their employers continued. In 1 90 1  
Archibald l\ Ieston wrote a letter to the Secretary of the _Aborigines Board in 
Sydney, informing him that a young Aboriginal boy, Charlie Fort-Cooper, 
97 Queenslander. 9 Fehruary 1 884. p.2 1 9. 
98 See for example the fol lowing fi les at Queensland State Archi ves dea l ing wi th  employmen t 
honds for Ahorigi nal ch i ldren :  A/58679: A/58680: and A/5868 1 .
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ha<l been " "left stranded in New South \\ 'ales by some dron.·r" an<l that the
. l . , ,99bor was "ye ry anxious to rcnirn to us own country 
•· ., . 
Such a situation was far from unusual. I n  1 903 l\Icston wrote more 
correspondence about another two �\ bo1iginal boys, both about fifteen or
sixteen years of age, who ha<l been abandoned in New South \\'ales for the 
past two and four years respectively. 10° Following an exchange of 
correspondence between the New South \"'\'ales s tate government and the 
Queensland state government, these boys were returned to Queensland but 
were sent to a mission and out to service, not back to their home 
territories .  1 0 1  l\ Icston's correspondence also mentioned another sitnilar 
incident involving a sixteen-year-old Aboriginal boy. 1 02 In 1 905 governtncnt
officials became aware of another case, where a twelve-year-old Aboriginal
boy was taken with stock from Camoowcal to 1'ocabil in New South \Vales .  
The child was left s tranded in New South \Vales for six years., before police 
interviewed the drover who had removed him to New South \"Vales .  It  is not 
known whether the boy was returned to Camooweal and even in the 
unlikely event that he was, it is very likely that his family relations were 
99 Arc.:h ihald Mes ton to t he Secretary Aborigines Board, Sydney. 2 1  Decemhcr 1 90 I .  i n- le tter no . 
I 4 I 36 of 1 90 I .  COL/ 1 4- L  Queensland State Archives.
wo Arch ihakl Mc st on to the U n<lcr Secretary. Home Office. 2 February 1 903 . i n- letter no. O 1 524
of I 90J. COL/ I 4-L Queensland State Arc h i ves .
I O I /hid. 
I02 Ibid. 
permanently damaged. 1 1 13 ,.fhcre is evidence that Aboriginal parents \Vere
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deeply unhappy with employers abandoning their children in distant regions . 
One .Aboriginal mother wrote to the Protector of  Aboriginals at Nebo in 
1 927, complaining that she had gone to visit her son, who was employed on 
Homevale station in the district, but that the manager of Homevale station had 
not returned her son to the district at the end of his employment 
10-t. agreement. 
'Those Aborib>1nal children who remained in their traditional areas were also 
often denied contact with their fa1nilies and culture. 1 05 This would have 
made these children feel extremely isolated in their daily lives .  In 1 87 6 a 
writer to the Qmen.rlander newspaper discussed this issue. He wrote that 
most European station owners seemed to believe that: 
\Vhen a black boy becon1es in his own way a most useful and efficient 
servant on a station, it is generally at the cost  to himself of abandoning 
his own people, and beconung a stranger and an alien amongst a strange 
and widely different race. 1 06 
The maintenance of Aboriginal culture was also discouraged. Ruby De Satge
remembered an .Aboriginal child who was employed as a stockman receiving 
103 Pol ice Inspector. Pol ice Station, H i l lston, New South Wales. to the Home Secretary. Brisbane, 
2 1  Apri l 1 9 1 1 .  in- letter no. 0 1 2 1 0  of  1 9 1 1 . A/58680, Queensland S tate Arch ives. 
i w  Protector of Aboriginals ,  Nebo, to A.  C.  Wi l l iams. Homemle. 3 August  1 927.  in- let ter no .  272  
of 1 927.  A/20595, Queensland S tate Archives. 
'°5 Aborig inal  adu l ts on Co11bar an<l Coorapa stat ions c:omplaine<l to Harold Mcston i n  1 90� that
stat ion owners were not le tt i ng them social ise wi th other Aborigi nes. See Harold Mcston to the Under 
Secretary. Home Office. 20 January 1 903. in- letter no. 0427 1 of  1 903 , COL/ l -l4.  Queensland S tate 
Archives. 
1 116 Queem lmuler. 7 October 1 876. p . 1 2 . 
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' 'a good flogging" for singing and 'corroboreeing' while on horseback. 1 07
The lack of  contact \vi.th their own people excluded these Aboriginal 
children from their own culture and traditions but they were never invited to 
participate in European culture and traditions. 
�\ boriginal children who worked in the pastoral industry also had to contend
with employers treating them as though they were inferior and emotionally 
abusing them. In a text published in 1 890, the English journalis t Arthur 
J amcs Y ogan noted that adult Aboriginal stockworkers in Queensland were
only given food to eat after European stockmen had eaten the best food. 
The meals that Abo1iginal workers received were not only substantially 
inferior to those given to white stockmen but they were partaken 
separately. w8 It appears that Aboriginal children who worked in the pastoral 
industry experienced similar treatment. Bowman Johnson remembered that 
he and his mate did not eat with Europeans and ate from cutlery which was 
marked. He recalled that "they did that because we were black, separate 
plates and things for blacks ."109 It was common for Aboriginal children 
employed in this capacity to be called offensive names by their European 
employers . Ruby De Satgc remembered some young Aboriginal children 
who were employed as stock workers being called "everything bar their right 
I07 Rosser. Dreamtime Nightmares, p . 29. 
IO!i Arthur James Vogan, Tlte Black Police: A Story of Modem A ustralia ( London:  H utchi nson & 
Co . .  1 890). p.257.
!0'1 Bowman Johnson tal ks to Andrew Markus,  .. Growing up i n  Quecns lamr, p.220. 
names.  !Their employers would] say, 'you black b ____ s ,  come <lown 
here. '" 1 1 0  
I n  the middle of  the twentieth century, Jean Devanny expressed her 
bewilderment over the attin1<le of  northern pastoralists who treated the 
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Aboriginal pastoral workers they employed as though they were substandard 
human beings. Devanny explained that Aboriginal workers "were required 
to perform, and <lid perform excellently well, tasks arduous and courageous , 
tasks demanding skill and independent judgement." 1 1 1  .-\ fter performing 
these tasks, employers expected these Aboriginal workers to "reassume the 
status of an infant, or of a dog whistled to heel by men who in many cases,  
as the Aborigines could not but realise, were inferior to themselves in skill , 
endurance, physique and mental capacity."1 1 2  Aboriginal children who were 
employed in this field were treated as though they were even more inferior 
because o f  the added imbalance of  power between adults and children. 
Aside from not being paid or being significantly underpaid and suffering 
material deprivation and emotional abuse, many young Aboriginal pastoral 
workers were also physically abused by their employers . There are many 
instances of this occurring. In one case, a ten-year-old Aboriginal boy was 
abducted from his family so that Europeans could use him to perform s tock 
1 1 0 
1 1 1  
1 1 2 
Rosser. Drea111ti11 1e Nif!,htmares. p.3 1 .  
Devanny,  Trands in North Queensland, p. 1 88 .  
Ibid. 
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work. 1 1 3 The child was unable to rctnain in his  saddle and fell  off his  horse.  
His  European employers called him "a slippery fool" and put the chil<l in 
leg-irons " for a <lay or two until he settled down. " 1 1 4 In a 1 904 case,  an 
Abotiginal child who was employing droving cattle from Cape York to 
Rockhampton, was beaten with a rope by his employer and then had his
hands and body tied with the rope. 1 1 5
Employers di<l not seem to be willing to seek me<lical ass is tance for the 
chil<lren they physically abuse<l .  I n  one case, which occurred in 1 880, an 
employer refused to seek medical assistance for an Abo1iginal child he had 
physically abused . The Q11ee11slander newspaper remonstrated that the child, 
described as a "little black boy", had been bn1tally ill-treated by his employer 
and had been left in a very ill condition as a result. The employer did not
provide the child with any assistance and did not seek out any medical 
assistance for the child, who subsequently died . 1 1 6 
There were at least two other recorded cases in the nineteenth century o f  
European employe rs killing the .Aboriginal children they employed as
pastoral workers . In one of these cases, which occurred in 1 87 1 ,  an 
employer, Collin 1\Iaclntyre, murdered the eleven-year-old .Aboriginal boy he 
1 1 .l 
1 1 -t 
1 1 5 
Q11ee11s/a11der, 3 1  March 1 894. p .593.  
Ibid. 
' "An nual Report of the Chief Protector of Aborig ina ls  for 1 905 . . . Queensland Parlia111e111an 
Papers, 1 906, Vol .  2 ,  p .920. 
-
1 1 6 /hie/. 
337 
engaged in the Etheridge district after the child did no t return quickly from 
the butcher's with bee f. 1 1 7 \Xlhile little was reported in the popular press 
about this case, it appears that the child was found by l\Iaclntyre at a public 
house with another young Aboriginal boy. l\facintyre was seen hitting the 
child in the face at the public house and then chasing him when the child 
tried to run away. The child was found dead in a local camp later that 
evening and a local doctor concluded that the child had met his death by 
violence . 1 1 8 In 1 87 6, the Q11eens!a11der newspaper reported a further case 
where another employer killed his �\boriginal child employee. 1 1 9 The case 
occurred in the Lower Herbert region and had come to official attention 
after a local Aboriginal man saw the remains of a child who had been 
"frightfully beaten about the head and body." The newspaper in formed its 
readers that the local police had been reluctant to take any action relating to 
the case and had only taken action after l\fr. Cassady of Faimiew station had 
intervened. 
G iven the abusive treatment that 1nany of these Aboriginal children 
experienced, it is not surprising that many of these young workers were 
frightened o f  their en1ployers . In an aside contained in his reminiscences of 
colonial Queensland, \V. H .  Corfield described how Billy, the ten-year-old 
, \boriginal boy he employed, was scared to s how emotions for fear that he 
1 1 7 
1 1 8 
1 1 9 
Queenslander, 2 1  October 1 87 1 .  p . 8 .  
Ibid. 
Q11ee11s/a11der. 1 July 1 876. p. 1 8 . 
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might antagonise Corficld. In  one incident, Billy did not laugh when 
Corficld fell off an old bullock. \\,.hen Corfield's friend questioned the boy 
over whether he had laughed at this amusing event, the child told hitn that 
he had "only been laugh alonga inside" because he thought that Corficld 
might have beaten him if  he had caught him smiling. 1 20 
The majority o f  young ... \boriginal pastoral workers were male, but a 
considerable number of  young ,\boriginal females were also employed in 
this capacity. These young female workers were even more vulnerable to 
mistreatment than young Aboriginal males. 1 2 1  Raymond Evans notes that 
many station owners in late nineteenth century Queensland sexually abused 
Aboriginal women residing near their properties . 1 22 1\Iay also contends that 
Aborit,riirnl women employed in the cattle industry in Queensland in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were vulnerable to sexual assault. 1 23 
There is much evidence that employers used young fcn1ale Aboriginal 
pastoral workers sexually throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 1 24 Jn 1 902, Dr. Roth tnentioned that one sixteen-year-old 
_Abori!:,rinal girl had been dressed as a boy and had been accompanying a 
1 20 W. H .  Corfield. Reminiscences o.f Queensland 1862 - 1 899 (Bri shane : A .  H. Frater, 1 92 1  ) ,  
p ...l 7 .  
1 2 1  Sec Raymond Evans. '" Don ' t  You Remember B lack A l ice. Sam Holt? ' Aboriginal Women in  
Queensland H istory". Hecate, Vol .  8. No.  2 ( 1 982) ,  p.7-2 1 .  for more on the  part icularly oppressed 
posi t ion of Abor ig i nal women in Queens land ' s  past . 
1 22 Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin .  Exclusion. Exploitation and 
Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial  Queemland ( Sydney: Austral i a  and New Zealand Book 
Company. 1 97 5 ) .  p. 1 02- 1 07 .  
1 2-� May. A horigina/ Labour and the Cattle Industry, p.2 .  
1 2-t Anna Hachich. Broken Circles: Fragmentinx Indigenous Families 1800-2000 ( Frc mant k .  
Western Austra l ia :  h c mantlc Arts Ce n tre Press. 20<X>). p.-10 I .  
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Stockman across Queensland for the past eight years . The girl had been 
expected to "camp at night" with the stockman. 1 25 In 1 935, one Aboriginal 
woman who had been employed as a stockworker since she had been very 
young told officials that she had also been expected to provide sexual 
services to her employer. 1 26 It is possible that young male Aboriginal 
pastoral workers were also sexually abused but this has not been noted on 
official correspondence . 
Despite the overwhelming power that their employers held over them, 
Aboriginal children engaged in several strategics of resistance against their 
employers and their employn1ent situations . 1 27 The majority of J\boriginal 
children employed in this capacity resisted their situations by trying to run 
away from their desperate situations . There are also examples of Aboriginal 
children stealing and misbehaving to express their unhappiness and perhaps 
avenge their exploitation and regain sotne power. The conditions of  
employment in  the pastoral industry seetn to have provoked Aboriginal 
children into using more violent strategies of  resistance against  their 
European employers than the Aboriginal child workers who were employed 
as domestic servants . Some male Aboriginal children employed in the 
1 25 Walter Roth to the U nder Secretary. Public Lands. I Apri l 1 902, in-letter no. 05065 of 1 902, 
"Dr. Roth' s  Progress Report. M arch 1 902", N44679. Queensland State Archives.  
1 26 Protector of Aborigi nals. Normanton, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, B risbane, 25 J ul y  
1 935, in-letter no. 2850 of 1 935.  N58634. Queensland State Archives. 
1 27 See Orlando Patterson, The Sociology <f Slm·ery: An Analysis of the Origins, Dei·elop111e11  t 
and Structure of Negro Slave Society in Jamaica (Cranbury. New Jersey: Associated Uni vers i ty 
Presses, 1 969). p .260-265 .  for more on strategies of res istance used hy powerless workers .  
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pastoral industry resisted their 1nis treatmcnt by physically attacking their
employers . 'There are cases of \boriginal children employed in this capacity
killing their employers . � lale Aboriginal children had a tendency to use
more Yiolent mechanisms of resistance because they were s tronger and more
physically able to resist in this manner. 
�-\boriginal children who were employed as pastoral workers and indeed 
.L \ borig1nal children who were employed in al l other fields of labour - most  
frequently tried to resist the domination of their European employers by 
running away. This appears to have been a mechanism of resistance that was
almost entirely adopted by older ..'.\ boriginal children. In some instances 
,\boriginal children were employed for a considerable time before they 
attempted to run away. One r\boriginal boy began work in 1 901  when he 
was thirteen years of age and <lid not run away until 1 906, when he was 
eighteen years of age. 1 28 I t  is likely that the child was unhappy for tnost of 
his employment but  s tayed until he either felt he  was able to survive outside 
this employment or felt that he would be able to run away without being 
recaptured. 
In 1 876, one commentator, who called himself "an ol<l Quccnslander", 
displayed a rare degree of insight by writing sympathetically about 
L !8 Pol ice I nspedor. ML G arnet Pol ice Station, to the Chief Protector o f  Abor ig i nals ,  i n - letter no.  
852 of 1 906. A/58679, Queens land State Arch ives.
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�\ boriginal children employed as  pastoral workers who were running away as
soon as they were old enough to do so.  This commentator wrote that "on 
arriving at puberty under such circumstances, the boy generally abandons his 
servitude and rejoins his old companions of his own race and colour. " 1 29 
The cmnmentator believed that such actions were understandable but that 
most s tation owners took these actions as an insult and subsequently 
branded children who ran away "monstcrls] of idleness" and cited their 
actions as exatnples "o f the hopelessness of civilising blacks and their utterly
improbable and savage nature [s] . " 1 30 
In  isolated cases, running away proved to be a success ful strategy o f  
resistance. I n  1 938, one Aboriginal child , Dcnever \�'illie, who was fi fteen-
years-old, ran away from Sha1pham s tation at Adavale because he found the 
work too hard, was compelled to perform very difficult tasks, missed his 
family and was not remunerated for his labour. 1 3 1  H e  managed to reach 
5 oHth Co111011gi11 s tation at Quilpie, where his family worked . It is apparent 
that the child was much happier at 5 011/h Comongin s tation, where he was later 
put under an etnployment agreement and referred to as a "good boy" by the 
station's book-kecper. 1 32 This case was somewhat unusual because the 
regional Protector of _Aboriginals had recognised that the child had run away 
1:!9 
DO 
Quee11s/a11der. 7 October 1 876. p. 1 2.
/hid. 
U I  Protector of Aborigi nals, Qui lpie .  Pol ice S tation. Qu i lpic. to the Chie f Protector of 
Ahorig inals .  5 January 1 939. in - letter no. 3 1 60 of  1 939. CPS 60 5,  Queensland S tate Arch ives .  
I P  . . - /Im/_ 
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from his employment situation because he was unhappy and because the
child was able to successfully reunite with his family. 
In other cases, authorities did not view the atte1npts of  ..:\boriginal children
to run away fr01n pastoral employment as a sign that  the children were 
<leeply unhappy with their employment situations. Instead, their running
away was \rie\ved as something of  a character flaw. In  1 908 the Chief
Protector of  Aboriginals expressed his bewilderment over the fact that a 
fourteen-year-old .Aboriginal boy employed as a pastoral worker kept
tunning away . The child was described as a very efficient worker who ha<l
" I f: . li  1 k · " 1  " 3o n  y o n e  ru ng - 1c ceps nmmng away. - · 
l\Iore often than not, Aboriginal children who ran away from pastoral 
employment were forced back to the situations they had tried to escape 
from. It is important to note that some adult Aboriginal workers who ran 
away from pastoral employment were also forced back onto properties by 
their employers after running away. In 1 885 the Q11eensla11d Figaro described
how a s tockman near the Bowen River had forced an .Aboriginal pastoral 
worker to return to his emp loyment by using a s tockwhip and handcuffs on
him. 1 34 i\ rchibald I\feston, who in 1 901  wrote a report on the Aboriginal
population west of \\'arrego for the government, also believed that some
John B leakley. Ch id. Protector of Ahorig inals .  to W .  O' Brien. M ogg i l l . 1 2  Novcmhcr 1 908 ,
i n-lctt1:r no. 277 1 of 1 908. A/69-l I 8 .  Queensland State Arch i \ cs .
' 3'"' Queensland Figaro. 3 January 1 885. p .23 .
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adult , \boriginal workers were not able to freely leave their employment on 
pastoral stations. In his report he declared that on most westcn1 stations 
even adult Aborigines were not free to leave their employment situations. 
j \feston observed that: 
. . .  there was a mutual understanding that any run-away black would be 
hunted and brought back, and as they had no one to whom they could 
appeal and nowhere to go they finally regarded their doom as inevitable 
and bore their wrongs in silence. 1 35
The situation of  Aboriginal children who wanted to leave employment 
situations must have been even tnore precarious than the situation of adult 
Aboriginal workers . There are many cases of 1\borit,>1nal children trying 
unsuccessfully to run away fron1 stations .  In tnost  cases their employers 
forced them back to the properties .  In 1 898 \X'alter Roth described how an 
Aboriginal boy, aged about eight or nine years , who was employed at 
Spri11gva/e s tation, had attetnpted to 1un away fron1 the station but had been 
brought back. 1 36 
Florence Pomroy, who with her husband owned a s tation near Cairns in the 
1920s, remembers two frightened Aboriginal boys, aged about fourteen and 
fifteen, trying to run away from an abusive station owner and seeking refuge 
on her s tation. Pomroy recalls that the boys were "shaking with fear." She 
Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary. 27 June I 90 I .  i n- letter no. 1 5 1 20 of 1 90 I .
"Aborigi nals West of the Warrego·· .  COL/ 1 43 .  Queensland State Archives. 
'-'6 W. E. Roth to the Pol ice Commissioner. 6 June 1 898, I i n- letter no. not provided] .  COL/ 1 39.
Queensland State Arch ives.  
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fed the boys but because they were under the _/1b01igi11a!s Protection and 
Rest1iction of the Sale of Opi11m Act of 1 897,  she fel t  as though:  
. . .  we had no option but  to ring the police and let them know they were 
there. There was nothing else we could do, we hated doing it but we had 
to do that and they were sent back to this other man who ill-treated 
them. 137 
There were situations when European etnployers used the legal system 
rather than direct violence to compel Aboriginal children employed as 
pastoral workers to return to employment a fter these children had 
absconded. In 1 898,  one employer at Croydon took legal action agains t  a 
twelve-year-old Aboriginal boy when the child tried to tun away from his 
employment situation. The boy, Charlie, was fonnally charged with breaking 
an employment agreement and was only released from police custody when 
he agreed to stay . 1 38 In 1 9 1 5, Sambo, a thirteen-year-old boy who had been 
employed on T/ictona Downs station was charged, along with two other adult 
Aboriginal workers,  with absconding from hired setvice. 1 39 \X'hile childre n  
o f  this age would probably not have understood the documents they were
signing, government officials clearly believed that that these Aboriginal 
children should be held to their employment contracts .  
1 .n Florence Pomroy. M i l ls Close, Moorobool ,  i nterv iewed by Peter Ryle. 9 August 1 994, James
Cook Uni vers i ty Hi story Department  Col lect ion .  Cairns. 
1 38 [ i n- letter no. not provided ] ,  1 3 November 1 898.  Pol ice Stat ion, Croydon. Watch house Charge
Book. 28 Fchruary 1 898 - 8 May 1 899. Af36305 .  Queensl and State Arch ives.
1 39 24 May 1 9  J 5 [ in- letter no. not provided ] ,  Pol ice Station. Mount  Garnet . Watch house Charge
B ook. 20 January I 9 1 1 - 1 9  Ju ly 1 93 2 .  Af35049, Queens land State Archives .
· 
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� Iany etnploycrs <li<l not just respond to Aboriginal children running away 
by recapturing them but also by p hpically punishing them for escaping. 1 4u
l\Iay has described the actions of the pastoralist, \\,"alter Scott, when a young 
.L\boriginal child, _Aaron, tried to tun away. Scott flogged the child, chained 
him up in the toolhouse and p ut handcuffs around his ankles . 1 · H  Henry 
Reynolds cites several similar cases where European employers became 
extremely violent after the i\ boriginal children they employed tried to
b d 1 -P a scon . -
Some children also tried to resist their oppressed position by stealing from 
their employers. This does not appear to have been a success ful strategy of 
resistance because Europeans unleashed the legal system and a considerable 
degree of violence against  these children who took their property. In one 
case in 1 899, a ten-year-old child named Larry, who had been passed from 
one employer to another during the course o f  three years o f  labour, was 
reported to the Cook town police for theft. .i \s punishment, he received "six 
strips of a birch rod an<l fourteen days imprisonment in Cooktown gaol. ' ' 1 -B 
� Iisbehaving as a mechanism o f  resistance appears to have been at least 
partially succes sful. ..:\n _Aboriginal boy, Canada, who was aged about twelve
1 -io Haebich. Broken Circles, p.30 I .  
May, From Bush to Station. p.67.  
Reynolds.  With the white people, p. 1 8 1 - 1 82 .  
Sub-Inspector of  Pol ice, Cooktown. to Wal ter Roth. 25 May 1 899, i n - letter no .  1 1 348 of J 899. 
COL/ 1 -B. Queensland State Archives .
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years and had been ernploye<l by the manager of Glen Ormiston station near
the Georgina River in northern Queensland, used this mechanism to 
positive effect. \'(!hen his employer brought him down to Brisbane, he 
"became incorrigible" and his employer handed him over to �\rchibald 
� Icston, who in turn sent him to the Fraser I s land tnission . 1 44 \Xlhile it 
seems that this strategy resulted in removal frotn an unhappy etnployment 
situation, it is probable that the child's employer directed violence towards 
him before petitioning for his removal .
.L\ sidc from these more passive methods of resistance, there is evi<lence that 
Aboriginal children employe<l as pastoral workers resorted to more violent 
strategies of resis tance. In fact, the pastoral industry and the pearling and 
beche-de-mcr industry provoked the use of more violent s trategies than any 
other industries that employed i\ boriginal workers . l\ Iost of  the children
employed as pastoral workers who physically resisted the domination of 
their employers were older than the age of  twelve. Clearly, younger 
Aborib>1nal children would have felt that the size difference between thetn 
and their employers would have made physical resistance futile . Jack Punch 
was physically abused for seven years by his European employer before he 
felt that he was able to physically resist this tnistreatment. \�'hen Punch was 
twenty-one years old, his boss tried to physically abuse him again. This titne, 
ArchibalJ Meston to W. H. Ryder. Pri ncipal  Under Secretary, 1 2  August 1 897 , i n- let ter no .  
I 07  39 of  1 897.  COL/483.  Quecn� land State Arch ives .
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feeling much more physically capable, Punch "gave him a hiding" and this 
cowed his employer considerably. 1 45 
T'here are accounts of _\boriginal children who were employed as pastoral 
workers killing their employers in order to escape oppressive situations . In 
1 89 1 ,  Joker, who was described by a newspaper as being no older than 
twelve years of age, used such a mechanism to resist the domination of his 
employer. J oker, who was employed at Cook town, shot his employer, H. R. 
Jones, because he believed that Jones was going to kill him the next 
morning. 1 46 \v'hen Joker was tried in court for this murder, the judge 
instructed the j ury to acquit the child because there was no evidence o f  
malice. Despite Joker's actions being motivated b y  self-defence, some 
commentators suggested that the child should have been jailed because he 
admitted to the murder. t .i7 
In 1 922 another Aboriginal child employed as a pastoral worker resorted to 
murder to resis t  his exploitative employment situation. In this case, a 
thirteen-year-old Aboriginal boy had been sent out to service, and like other 
Aboriginal children employed in the state in this period, the police 
performed no checks o f  his situation to see that he was being appropriately 
treated. The child reacted to his situation by s triking the wife of his 
1 -16 
1 -17 
Rosser. Dreamtime Nightmares. p .67 . 
Quee11s/a11der. 2 M ay 1 89 1 .  p. 864. 
Ibid. 
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employer several times on the back of her head with an axe . l\ Ir. \X'eir, the 
� ktnber for �Iaryborough, told the Legislative .Assembly that the child ha<l 
been treated like a <log, fed meals on a tank stand and that local police 
officers had "neglected their responsibility when they did not sec that the
boy was properly housed and fed, and therefore they are morally responsible 
for the fact that that boy is a murderer." 148 The child came before the 
J\ Iaryborough circuit court charged with "wilful murder. " \\'bile the moral 
responsibility for the crime may have lain with the local officials who ha<l 
neglected to monitor the child's situation, the judge in the court still 
sentenced the child to a life's sentence in prison with hard labour. 1 ·i9 This 
initial sentence was later overturned on appeal and the child was placed in 
the custody of the State Children's Department until he turned eighteen. 1 50 
Queensland's pastoral industry was highly dependent on Aboriginal labour 
between 1 842 and 1 945. A considerable proportion of these workers were 
under eighteen and classifiable as children, with statistics indicating that one 
in every six of these workers fell into this category. 'The industry generally 
did not treat these children well, with many of  these workers being over-
worked, underpaid and not provided with the basic essentials of  life .  
Pastoral labour was physically difficult and there were many cases of 
l -t8 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 922 ,  Vol . 40, p . 1 039. 
King v .  C l ive Becke tt, Circu i t  Court Maryhorough, 28  August 1 922 ,  SCT/CN8,  1 7  of 1 922 .  
Queensland State Arch i \'cs.  See  a l so  Thom B lake . A Dumping Ground: Barambah Aborig inal 
Seltkment 1 900- 1 940. Ph .D. thes is .  Un ivers i ty of Queensland. 1 99 1 .  p .230. 
1 5° King v .  C l i ve Beckett .  Court of Cri m i na l  Appea l ,  22 December 1 922 .  SCT/CN8. 1 7  of 1 922, 
Queensland State Archi ves. 
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�\ boriginal children being injured while performing this type of labour.
Employers also caused long-term psychological damage to some Aboriginal
children employed in this capacity by removing then1 from their traditional
areas and families and abandoning thc1n in new localities . Furthe1more, the 
physical, emotional and sexual abuse of these workers was common. 'I'hese 
appalling working conditions and experiences provoked .Aboriginal children 
into using a variety of mechanisms to resist the domination of their 
employers . Ultimately, the power-balance rested firmly with their employers . 
It is evident that age was a factor that greatly impacted on the daily lives of 
these young Aboriginal pastoral workers and one that resulted in their 
increased vulnci;ability. Like Aboriginal children in other fields of labour in 
this period, these workers were trapped in a position that closely resembled 
1 . 1 1  · 1 . . 1 51 a ug 1 y set\Tl e s1 tua tton. · 
1 5 1  Patterson.  SllJ \ 'e1�\' and Social Death. p. 1 -2 .  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
Aborig inal  ch i ld  labou r  i n  the pearl i ng and beche-de-mer 
i ndustries, 1 842-1 945 
The whole story of this beche-de-mer trade which, until my arrival here 
and opportunity of enquiry, I could scarcely have credited, is one long 
record of brutal cruelty, bestiality [sic] and debauchery: my heart almost 
bleeds at what has come to my knowledge. 
Dr. Walter Roth, "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of 
Aboriginals for 1 899", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 900, Vol. 5, 
p .581 .
Without means for proper patrol, it is impossible to supervise this 
recruitment [in the beche-de-mer industry] ; and there is little doubt but 
that the wholesale exploitation, not only of men but of women and 
children, is frequently carried on . . .  
John Bleakley, "Aboriginals Department - Information Contained in 
Report for the Year Ended 3 1 st December 1 9 1 8", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 9 1 9- 1920, Vol. 2, p.537. 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Queensland's pearling 
and beche-de-mer industries depended just as heavily on Aboriginal labour 
as did the pastoral industry. A very significant proportion of Aboriginal 
workers in these marine industries were children.1 This type of labour was 
arguably the most dangerous that Aboriginal children performed. It was 
The industry was also rel iant on Torres Strait Islander workers. As these workers were 
employed under different legislation and are a separate indigenous population, however, their 
employment is  not considered in  this chapter. See instead, Regina Ganter, The Pearl-Shellers of Torres 
Strait: resource use. development and decline, /860s-/960s (Carlton, Victoria: Melbourne University 
Press, 1 994 ).  
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both physically risky and extremely hazardous . This labour considerably 
decreased the life expectancy of those Aboriginal workers involved in these 
industries. Furthermore, the Aboriginal children who were employed in 
maritime fields of labour were more likely to be mistreated by their 
European employers than those in any other field of labour in the region. 2 
1\iforeover, these indigenous workers were less able to resist this abuse than 
workers employed on the mainland. Aboriginal workers employed out at sea 
for long periods of time could not easily abscond from boats . Tensions 
between Aboriginal workers and European employers were more 
exaggerated, desperate and violent in these marine industries than in any 
other. Indeed, a strong argument can be made that the situation of adult 
Aboriginal workers in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries was worse 
than the situation of Aboriginal workers in any other industry. While there 
are many similarities in the experiences of Aboriginal children in the pearling 
and beche-de-mer industries and in other fields of labour, there is evidence 
that Aboriginal children who were employed in the pearling and beche-de-
mer industries occupied an even worse position than other Aboriginal child 
workers . 
2 The appall ing reputation of the industry is mentioned i n  a number of texts. See for example, 
C.  D. Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society: Aboriginal Policy and Practice, Vol. 1 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1 970), p . 1 80; Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and 
Kathryn Cronin, Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial Queensland 
(Sydney: Australia & New Zealand Book Company,  1 975), p . 1 05- 1 06 ;  Noel Loos, Invasion and
Resistance: Aboriginal-European Relations on the North Queensland frontier 1861 - 1897 (Canberra: 
Austral ian National University Press, 1 982), p. 1 27; Raymond Evans, " ' Kings' in Brass Crescents :  
Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns i n  Colonial Queensland" i n  Kay Saunders, ed. ,  /ndelltured Labour 
in the British Empire, 1834- 1 930 (London: Croom Helm, 1 984), p. 1 96- 1 97 .  and Henry Reynolds, With 
the white people: The crucial role of Aborigines in the exploration and development of Australia 
(Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1 990), p.223. 
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While large numbers of adult Aboriginal workers in the pearling and beche-
de-mer industries were mistreated and abused, the size and physical 
immaturity of Aboriginal child labourers meant they were even more 
susceptible to ill-treatment and exploitation at the hands of their European 
masters .3 This chapter considers the vulnerable position of adult Aboriginal 
workers in this industry and then compares their mistreatment with the 
situation of employed Aboriginal children. It finds that young Aboriginal 
workers suffered from exaggerated forms of abuse and exploitation and that 
these children were less able to resist the dominance of their employers than 
adult Aboriginal workers . Indeed, the working lives of these children were 
so exploitative and ruled by fear that their situations were analogous to 
slavery.4 
In order to highlight the particularly oppressive experiences of Aboriginal 
children in Queensland's pearling and beche-de-mer industries,  this chapter 
is arranged in the following manner. In the first instance, it conducts a 
demographic survey of the Aboriginal child workforce in this industry. This 
There were many Japanese employers in this industry. For more on this, see John Harrison, 
Missions, Fisheries and Government in Far North Queensland : A study of confl ict and co-operation 
between the Presbyterian mission stations, commercial fishing interests and the Queensland 
government on matters concerning the welfare of Aborigines in  Cape York and the Torres Strait, 1 89 1 -
1 9 1 9", BA Hons thesis, University of Queensland, I 974, p. 1 9, 25-32. and David Sissons, "The 
Japanese in the Australian Pearling Industry", Queensland Heritage, Vol. 3, No. I O  ( 1 979), p.9-27 . It
is important to note, however, that with only one exception, European employers were responsible for 
all cases of mistreatment and abuse towards Aboriginal chi ld workers. Consequently, the involvement 
of Japanese employers in  the industry is not canvassed in this chapter. 
4 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Perspective (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1 982), p.27 . 
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study finds that the majority of these children were males whose average age 
was twelve. Following the demographic survey, the rise of the pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries in Queensland and the physically detrimental type 
of labour that workers in this industry undertook is examined. Next, the 
specific abuses that adult Aboriginal workers and young Aboriginal workers 
in this field of labour had to contend with are considered. The chapter then 
explains the specific legal position of Aboriginal workers employed in the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industries . 
The chapter finds that Aboriginal workers in marine industries and those 
Aboriginal workers who were employed on the mainland had very similar 
experiences in a number of important ways . Large numbers of Aboriginal 
workers on the mainland and out at sea were overworked, underpaid and 
not provided with the basic essentials of life. The specific nature of the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industries, however, meant that it was easier for 
employers to remove young and older Aboriginal workers from their 
traditional localities and employers frequently did not return them to their 
original locations after making use of their labour. Furthermore, comparable 
to other fields of employment, the physical, sexual and emotional abuse of  
adult and child Aboriginal workers was extensive. 
354 
While the experiences of  these adult Aboriginal workers were more 
exploitative than the experiences of adult Aboriginal workers in any other 
field of labour, it is important to note one crucial difference in the position 
of adult and child Aboriginal workers in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
industries . In some instances, desperate adult Aboriginal workers were able 
to use their physical strength and violent methods to resist the domination 
of their employers. This option was not viable for physically and emotionally 
immature Aboriginal children. Research has failed to uncover any examples 
of young Aboriginal children in this field of employment resisting the 
domination of their employers by using strategies of resistance. This 
provides a clear and cogent illustration of the powerless position that these 
young indigenous workers occupied. 
For the purposes of this investigation, the term 'pearling and beche-de-mer 
industries' refers to Queensland's beche-de-mer, trochus shell and pearling 
trade. As Regina Ganter has argued, these industries overlapped 
substantially, with many of the same boats and staff being used to obtain all 
three of these commodities. The beche-de-mer trade revolved around the 
export of  an animal which is a member of the Class Holuthuroidea and the 
animal phylum Echinodermata.5 Beebe-de-mer, also known as trepang, 
flourished in the warm waters of  the Indian and Western Pacific Oceans and 
John Mulvaney and John Kamminga, Prehistory of Australia (St. Leonards, New South 
Wales: Allen & Unwin, 1 999), p.6 1 .
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was in great demand in China in the nineteenth century, where it  was viewed 
as an aphrodisiac.6 The pearl shell, or Pinctada maxima, which also grew in 
the warm waters of the Great Barrier Reef, was also a highly sought 
commodity which was used for a variety of purposes including button-
making, knife handles and mother-of-pearl.7 
Historiography dealing with these industries and the role of Aboriginal 
workers within them is limited. Gaynor Evans has authored a thesis on 
Thursday Island which examines indigenous involvement in these maritime 
industries .  8 Noel Loos has written the most far-reaching account of 
Aboriginal involvement in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries and he 
has concluded that these industries owed their ·success in the late nineteenth 
century to cheap Aboriginal labour. 9 i\fore recently, Ganter, who wrote a 
text on the involvement of Torres Strait Islanders in Queensland's pearling 
and beche-de-mer industries, has considered the involvement of Aboriginal 
workers in this industry as part of her broader study. 10  She also concluded 
that the pearling and beche-de-mer industries could not have succeeded 
without indigenous labour. 
6 Ibid. See also Ray Sumner, "A Noisome Business - The Trepang Trade and Queensland" ,  
Journal of Australian Studies, No.  9 (November 1 98 1  ),  p.6 1 -70. 
7 Graeme Davison, John Hirst and Stuart Macintyre, eds., The Oxford Companion to Australian 
History (Melbourne: Oxford Universi ty Press, 1 998), p.497. 
8 Gaynor Evans, Thursday Island, 1 878- 1 9 1 4 :  A Plural Society, BA Hons thesis, University of 
Queensland, 1 972. 
9 Loos, Invasion and Resistance, p. 1 1 8- 1 59 .  and N. A. Loos, "Queensland ' s  Kidnapping Act :  
The Native Labourers Protection Act of  1 884", Aboriginal History, Vol . 4 ,  Part 2 ( 1 980), p. 1 50- 1 73. 
1 0  Ganter, The Pearl-Shellers of Torres Strait, p.42-60. 
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Broader texts dealing with the involvement of Torres Strait Islander labour 
in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries provide a great deal of 
information about the difficult nature of employment in these industries . 1 1  
Ganter's s tudy is the most comprehensive piece o f  work dealing with Torres 
Strait Islander labour in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries. She has 
maintained that the twin pearl-shell and beche-de-mer industries were of 
great importance to the economic survival of many districts of northern 
Australia. 12 Furthermore, she has adroitly argued that while Europeans 
profited considerably from their involvement in the pearling and beche-de-
mer industries, underpaid indigenous workers performed the most difficult 
and laborious work. 1 3  
The pearling and beche-de-mer trade of Australia preceded Europeans, with 
Macassan traders from Indonesia collecting beche-de-mer from the 
northern regions of Australia more than one hundred. years before 
Europeans settled in the country. Recent estimates suggest that Macassan 
traders seeking beche-de-mer first arrived in Australia around AD 1 700. 14 
I I  See for example, Jeremy Beckett, "The Torres Strait Islanders and the pearling industry: A 
case of internal colonial ism", Aboriginal History, Vol. 1 ,  Part 1 ( 1 977), p .87- 1 02; Lorraine Phil ipps, 
"Plenty More Little Brown Man ! Pearlshe l l ing and White Australia i n  Queensland 1 90 1 - 1 8" in E. L. 
Wheel wright and Ken Buckley, eds., Essays in the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism, Vol .  4 
(Sydney: Austral ia & New Zealand Book Company, 1 980), p.58-84; Jeremy Becke tt, The Torres 
Strait Islanders: Custom and Colonialism (Sydney: Cambridge University Press, 1 987), p 24-60 and 
Ganter, The Pearl-She/lers of Torres Strait. 
1 2  Ganter, The Pearl-Shellers of Torres Strait, p.2. 
1 3  Ibid. 
Mulvaney and Kamminga, Prehistory of Australia, p.4 1 5 . 
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The British who settled in New South Wales in the eighteenth century were 
also aware of the commercial possibilities afforded by this product and they 
too expressed an interest in exporting beche-de-mer to Asia. Loos has 
pointed out that beche-de-mer was the main commodity that European 
settlers traded with the Far East in the early period after settlement. 1 5 He 
has also explained that vessels from Sydney and Hong Kong were obtaining 
beche-de-mer from the Torres Strait as early as the 1 840s. 1 6 
Following the commencement of free settlement in the 1\foreton Bay colony 
in 1 842, Europeans in the region turned their attention towards exporting 
beche-de-mer. The first beche-de-mer station in the colony was established 
by J .  S. V. l\fein on Green Island in 1 85 7 and the industry expanded rapidly 
after this . 1 7  During the 1 860s, boats engaged in the trade in this product 
were operating from Somerset on the tip of Cape York. The industry 
peaked between 1 881 and 1 883 and rose and declined several times between 
1 883 and 1 890. 1 8 Statistics _reveal that the industry in Queensland declined 
significantly from 1 895 onwards. 1 9 The trade in pearl-shells was even more 
1 5  
1 6  
Loos, Invasion and Resistance, p .  I 1 8 . 
Ibid. 
1 7  Dorothy Jones, Trinity Phoenix: A History of Cairns (Cairns: Cairns Post. 1 976), p. 1 3 . 
W. Saville-Kemp, .. Beche-de-mer and Pearl-Shel l Fisheries of Northern Queensland", 
Queensland Votes and Proceedings, I 890, Vol .  3, Part 2,  p.730. 
1 9  Loos, Invasion and Resistance, p. I 1 8- 1 22. 
1 8  
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profitable than the trade in beche-de-mer. By the 1 880s, the pearl-shell 
industry had become one of the state's most important fisheries.20 
The prosperity of Queensland's beche-de-mer and pearling industries owed 
much to the contribution of Aboriginal workers . It is impossible, however, 
to determine the exact number of Aboriginal workers who laboured in these 
industries . Records kept by government officials were vague at best and it is 
likely that most of the Aboriginal workers employed this field of labour did 
not have their details recorded. In those cases where government officials 
did record the use of indigenous labour, they often did not specify whether 
workers were Aboriginal or Torres Strait I slanders . Based on estimations 
made by European officials in the 1 880s, Loos concluded that in a peak 
season there were probably at least five hundred Aborigines employed in 
North Queensland collecting these commodities.21 Loos also observed that 
a considerable number of Aboriginal children were employed in the pearling 
and beche-de-mer industries .  22 Other evidence confirms that a substantial 
number of Aboriginal children were employed in Queensland's pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
(see Chart 7. 1 and Chart 7.2) .  The bulk of this employment, however, was 
not officially recorded. Loos has explained that the Government Resident 
20 J bid. See also, D. J .  Fairfield, "Shipwrecks and Pearl Shel ls :  Somerset Cape York 1 864-
1 877", Lectures of North Queensland History, No. 2 ( 1 975), p .67-76.
21 Loos, . .  Queensland ' s  Kidnapping Act: The Native Labourers Protection Act of 1 884", p. 1 54.  
22 Ibid. 
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on Thursday Island, John Douglas, refused to issue permits for the 
employment of Aboriginal children or women; therefore, the majority of 
this employment would have been conducted without government 
awareness.23 
While the government may not have been aware of the particulars of many 
Aboriginal children who were employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
trade, it is evident that a considerable number of Aboriginal children must 
have been employed in these dual field of labour. Numerous colonial 
observers made this point. During 1 882, one correspondent to the 
Q11eenslander newspaper asserted that the number of Aborigines "at present 
engaged in beche-de-mer and pearl fishing is very large."24 He also pointed 
out that women and children were employed in these industries, with some 
"vessels having as many as forty [Aboriginal workers on board], including 
women and sometimes children."25 While employers were attempting to 
employ Aboriginal children without the government being aware of this 
fact, a number of government officials did realise that Aboriginal children 
were being employed on boats . In 1 894, John Douglas, the Government 
Resident on Thursday Island, mentioned that he "frequently had to send 
back to the Batavia River boys and girls of tender years" who had been 
23 
24 
25 
Ibid. , p. 1 54.  
Queenslander, 28 October 1 882, p.5 86. 
Ibid. 
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found working illegally on boats .26 In 1 901 , Protector Bennett told Dr. 
Walter Roth, then Queensland's Northern Protector of Aboriginals, "with 
the growing scarcity of Aboriginal labour, the attempts to ship young boys 
. . .  from ten or twelve to fourteen years are becoming frequent."27 
The available demographic data indicates that more male than female 
Aboriginal children were employed in Queensland's pearling and beche-de-
mer industries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (see 
Chart 7 .2) .  Out of all the recorded cases of Aboriginal children working in 
this capacity, twenty-one of these children were male and three were female. 
The sex of the remaining seven children was not provided. Based on the 
figures which did include the gender of the Aboriginal child worker, eighty-
seven per cent were male and thirteen per cent were female. 
The available data also allows some general observations about the ages of  
the Aboriginal children who were employed in these industries .  There is 
insufficient information accessible to examine whether there was a 
discernable difference in the average age of Aboriginal child workers in the 
pearl and beche-de-mer industry before and after the passage of the 
Aboriginals Protection Act of 1 897 . Data for the overall period, however, reveals 
26 "Report of the Government Resident at Thursday Island for 1 892-3". Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 894, Vol. 2, p .9 1 4 . 
27 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 1  ", Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, 1 902, Vol . I ,  p. 1 1 32 .
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that the average age of the male children employed in this industry was 
twelve years of age. There was an equal number of twelve, thirteen and 
sixteen-year-old Aboriginal girls employed in this industry. Furthermore, a 
substantial number of Aboriginal children who were employed in this 
industry did not have their ages recorded at all (see Chart 7 .2) .  There are 
examples of very young Aboriginal children being employed in the pearling 
and beche-de-mer trade. The youngest children listed as performing this 
type of labour were six years of age (see Chart 7.2) .  
Insufficient records make it impossible to gauge accurately fluctuations in 
the demand for Aboriginal child workers in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
industries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries . It is evident, 
however, that the demand for Aboriginal workers in general in this industry 
remained high for much of this period, but that the number of Aboriginal 
workers employed in this field declined significantly during the course of the 
First World War.28 Reports provided by government officials indicate that 
Aboriginal workers were being used in this industry well into the twentieth 
century. In 1 91 4, Queensland's Chief Protector of Aboriginals, John 
Bleakley .. observed that 408 agreements were entered into for the 
employment of Aborigines in marine industries .29 By 1 9 1 8, the number of 
28 ··Aboriginals Department - Information contained in Report for the Year ended 3 1 st 
December, 1 9 1 8", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 9 1 9- 1 920, Vol .  2, p .538 . 
29 •'Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aborigi nals for the Year 1 9 1 4", Queensland 
ParliamentW)' Papers, 1 9 1 5- 1 9 1 6, Vol. 3, p. 1 68 1 .  
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Chart 7.130 
Gen dered breakdown of Abori g i nal  chi ldren 
employed in  the pea rl i ng and beche-de-mer 
i nd ustry of Quee nsland,  1 842-1 945 
1 3% 
87% 
gJ male 
female 
30 This was graph was compiled from newspapers, archival sources and published sources. A full 
listing of complete sources would require copious and detailed footnotes. A brief listing of the sources 
used follows. Full citations are provided in the text after each mention of an individual case. The 
newspapers used were: the Cooktown Courier, 1 889-1 892; Queenslander, 1 870-1900 and Week, 
1 877-1900. The archival sources included the following tiles :from Queensland State Archives: 
A/58927; COL/139; COU142; COUA2SO; COL/A333; COL/A363; COL/A394; COUA492; HOS 
13/12; HOS 1 3/13;  HOS 13/14; HOS 13/17; TRE/A28. The primary printed sources used were: 
Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 897-1945 (particularly for the annual reports of the Northern, 
Southern and Chief Protectors of Aboriginals and later, the annual reports of the Director of Native 
Affairs). The secondary printed sources included: Loos, Invasion and Resistance and John Haviland 
and Leslie Haviland, "'How much food will there be in Heaven?' Lutherans and Aborigines around 
Cooktown to 1 900", Aboriginal History, Vol. 4, Part 2, p. 136.
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Chart 7.231 
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Aborigines employed under permit in this industry seems to have declined 
somewhat, with Bleakley commenting that only 21 1 Aborigines from the 
mainland were employed in the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer industries in 
that year.32 The First World War caused a considerable disruption to many 
facets of the Queensland economy and was probably the cause of the 
decline in Aboriginal employment in these marine industries during this 
period. 
The Queensland economy had recovered from the disruption caused by the 
First World War by the 1 920s and the number of Aboriginal workers 
officially employed in the industry rose again in this period. By 1929, 
Bleakley reported that 570 Aborigines were officially registered as being 
employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries .33 It is not possible to 
determine the demand for Aboriginal workers in this industry during the 
course of the Second World War because the state government did not keep 
separate records pertaining to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workers 
during this period. 34 It is likely that the employment of these workers once 
32 "Aboriginals Department - Information contained in Report for the Year ended 3 1 st 
December, 1 9 1 8", p .538.  
33 "Aboriginal Department - Information contained in Report for the Year ended 3 1 st December, 
1 929", Queensland Parliamellfary Papers, 1 930, Vol .  I ,  p .948.  
Jt See for example, "Director of Native Affairs - Information contained in Report for the Year 
ended 3 1 st December, 1 939", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 940, Vol . 1 ,  p. 1 078 .  
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again declined during the course of the War because of the disturbance to 
the state's economy but that employment levels rose again after the War.35 
Queensland's pearling and beche-de-mer trade was one of the state's largest 
export earners in the late nineteenth century. 36 It is apparent the success of 
the industry was largely due to the contribution made by Aboriginal and 
other indigenous workers . The bulk of these workers came from the Batavia 
River district on the western Cape York Peninsula. 37 Beche-de-mer vessels 
working between Cooktown and Townsville employed Aborigines from 
between both of these towns. 38 Aboriginal workers from these districts 
were employed almost immediately after the industry formally began in 
north Queensland. The historian Steve Mullins has asserted that the use of 
Aboriginal people from the north of Cape York Peninsula had become 
common by the 1 870s.39 After the Queensland government prohibited the 
use of workers from Papua New Guinea in 1 885, Aboriginal workers were 
employed in even larger numbers.4° Further evidence indicates that the 
number of Aborigines employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer trade 
continued to increase in the 1 890s when these marine industries became 
35 See for example, "Native Affairs - Information contained in Report of Director of Native 
Affairs for the Twelve Months ended 301h June 1 944", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 944- 1 945, 
p.966. 
36 W. Savil le-Kent, The Great Barrier Reef of A ustralia; Its products and potentialities 
(London: Allen, 1 893), p .204. 
37 Steve Mull i ns, Torres Strait: A history of colonial occupation and culture contact I 864- 1 897 
(Rockhampton, Queensland : Central Queensland University Press, 1 995), p. J I  J .  38 Ross Johnston, A Documentary History of Queensland (St. Lucia, Queensland: University of 
Queensland Press, I 988), p.97. 
39 Mull i ns, Torres Strait, p. 1 1 1 . 
40 Harri son, Missions, Fisheries and Government in Far North Queensland 1 89 1 - 1 9 1 9, p .33 .  
even more profitable.41 In 1 890, William Saville-Kent, the Queensland 
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Commissioner of Fisheries, confirmed that the majority of workers in this 
industry were Aboriginal. He asserted that the crews of swimming boats 
which engaged in the collection of beche-de-mer and pearl-shells "consist 
chiefly of mainland [A]borigines or 'Binghis' as they are termed in the 
North, with a frequent admixture of Torres Strait and South Sea Islander 
and Ivfanila-men."42 
Employment in the pearling and beche-de-mer trade was arguably the most 
perilous occupation that existed in Queensland during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries . This labour had a very high casualty rate and 
European employers were reluctant to perform this type of work 
themselves .  Employees in this industry had to pick up pearl-shells from 
either the reefs or by swimming-diving in deeper water.43 Workers gathered 
beche-de-mer from coral reefs by hand, by diving, wading or using spears 
from punts . 44 The historian John Harrison has pointed out that the 
collection of both pearl-shell and beche-de-mer became progressively more 
difficult in the late nineteenth century as supplies became increasingly 
depleted.45 In the early stages of  the industry, it had been possible for 
4 1  H. S t .  George, Cooktown, to  the Under Colonial Secretary, I March 1 882, in-letter no. 1 38 5  
o f  1 882, COUA333, Queensland State Archives. 
42 Savi l le-Kemp, "Beche-de-mer and Pearlshel l  Fisheries of Northern Queensland", p.728. 
43 "Report of the Royal Commission appointed to Inquire into and Report Upon the Working of 
the Pearl-Shel l  and Beche-de-mer Industries", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 908, Vol . 2, p.46. 
4"' E. J .  Banfield, Confessions of a Beachcomber (London: T. Fisher, 1 908), p. 1 67 .  
45 Harrison, Missions, Fisheries and Government in Far North Queensland 1 89 1 - 1 9 1 9, p.20. 
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workers to pick up pearl-shells and beche-de-mer in shallow waters, relying 
on their own lung-capacity. These supplies in shallow waters had become 
diminished by the 1 890s and from this point onwards; workers were reliant 
on diving dresses and air pumps.46 
Aboriginal and other indigenous workers performed most of the diving 
work that was necessary to collect pearl-shell and beche-de-mer. In 1 898, 
John Douglas described the process necessary to collect pearl-shells and 
beche-de-mer, emphasising the gruelling effort that Europeans demanded 
from Aboriginal workers . He commented that a beche-de-mer or pearling 
trader would convince as many Aboriginal workers as possible to come on 
board his boat, by whatever means were necessary. The European employer 
would then set sail for the Great Barrier Reef, where he would 
. . .  erect his smokehouse and commence real operations. Taking all the 
male blacks he will sail to another sand bank, perhaps fifteen or twenty 
miles distant, will there land them, and leaving them a small dinghy in
which to reach the neighbouring reef where the beche-de-mer is to be  
collected . . .  the blacks will work patiently for a time, fed on a small
allowance of [an inferior kind of flour] and such fish as they can catch. 
Those that get sick die unrelieved and unrecorded and they all live the
hardest possible life, generally on the verge of starvation and frequently 
in want of water.47 
After the beche-de-mer had been collected, Aboriginal workers placed it 
into sacks. 48 The product was then taken to depots or curing-stations, 
46 Ibid. , p.2 1 .  
W .  E .  Parry-Okenden, "Report o n  the North Queensland Aborigines and the Native Pol ice ,  
with Appendices", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 897, Vol . 2 Part I ,  p.35 . 
48 Saville-Kemp, "Beche-de-mer and Pearl-Shel l  Fisheries of Northern Queensland", p.730. 
47 
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where it was smoked for a period of no longer than twenty-four hours . 
Following these steps, the beche-de-mer had shrunk to about six inches and 
was ready for bagging and dispatch. 49 Douglas did not elaborate on the role 
the European employers played in the process .  One can assume that the 
work performed by these employers was minimal. 
The anthropologist Jeremy Beckett, who studied the use of Torres Strait 
Islanders in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries, has noted that owners 
of boats in the Torres Strait Islands left the most difficult forms of labour to 
indigenous workers . He asserts that Europeans "evidently preferred the 
comfort of life ashore to the cramped, squalid conditions on board, the poor 
diet and weeks of monotony."5° Clearly, the situation was the same for 
Queensland's Aboriginal workers, who were made to perform the difficult 
tasks which employers considered too risky or monotonous . 
The majority of masters appeared to believe that this was an equitable 
division of labour. In 1 87 5, one Queensland settler described his idea of 
labour in the pearl industry. He wrote that "I imagined that nothing more 
was necessary than a good big boat, plenty of provisions, and a few 
Aboriginal blacks - to make a fortune in a hurry."51 He continued, 
remarking that he believed a European man could sail comfortably around 
49 
50 
5 1  
Ibid. 
Beckett, Torres Strait /slanders: custom and colonialism, p.34. 
Queenslander, I 0 July 1 875, p .8 .  
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tropical islands and whenever he felt inclined, "shove out a little from the 
shore, drop his 'myalls '  overboard and load up his boat in no time - i.e. , as 
fast as the [Aborigines]could come up from a depth of six or seven feet."52 
The onset of the twentieth century does not seem to have resulted in easier 
work for Aboriginal labourers in this field. In 1 904, John l\fackay, a 
Portmaster from northern Queensland, described the physical exertion and 
difficulties that Aboriginal workers had to contend with while they were 
collecting pearls from the ocean floor. He wrote that this work was 
"continuous, save when temporarily interrupted by adverse conditions of 
tide and weather."53 l\fackay noted that divers were expected to live and 
work in cramped conditions on a vessel which 
. . .  drifts with wind and current while he traverses the sea-floor for miles 
at a depth from ten to fifteen fathoms, searching for and picking up the 
scattered peal-shell, and dragging after him through the water two or 
three lengths of air-pipe and life-line. 54 
Despite the gruelling nature of employment in the pearling and beche-de-
mer industries and the fact that many Aboriginal workers probably did not 
wish to be employed in this capacity, Aborigines constantly proved to be 
very skilled labourers. Queensland's Police Commissioner, W. E. Parry-
Okenden, eagerly praised the skill of Aboriginal workers in this industry, 
52 Ibid. 53 John Mackay, Portmaster, to the Under Secretary and Treasurer, 3 September 1 904 [ i n-letter 
no. not provided] ,  HAR/48, Queensland State Archives. 5"' Ibid. 
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noting that "no other people could walk and wade about the coral reefs 
collecting the fish as they do. They are unapproachable experts in the 
business ."55 One colonial observer, E. J. Banfield, noted that Aboriginal 
workers employed collecting beche-de-mer performed their duties better 
than any European could. Banfield was particularly impressed with the 
ability that some Aboriginal workers possessed to carry large loads of beche-
de-mer in the water. He wrote that "what would be an extremely awkward 
burden for a white man on shore, the expert black boy carries as he swims 
with ease, in the course of his daily round and common task."56 It was also 
most unlikely that a European man would have been asked to perform such 
a task. There is no doubt that Europeans benefited greatly from the use of 
Aboriginal labour. Henry Reynolds has pointed out that Aboriginal workers 
were experts on coastal waters and that "European pearler and beche-de-
mer seekers were probably more dependent on their black assistants when 
out on the coral reefs than were the squatters on their inland pastoral 
stations."57 
Despite the arduous and injurious nature of pearling and beche-de-mer 
work, European employers had no qualms about employing Aboriginal 
children in this capacity. 1-fore than one official noted that pearling and 
55 
56 
"Report on the North Queensland Aborigines and the Native Pol ice, with Appendices", p .36. 
Banfield, Confessions of a Beachcomber, p.3 1 0. 
57 Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: An Interpretation of the A boriginal 
Responses to the Invasion and Settlement of A ustralia (Townsvil le,  Queensland : History Department, 
James Cook University ,  1 98 1 ), p. 1 8 1 .  
37 1 
beche-de-mer traders often preferred to employ Aboriginal children over 
Aboriginal adults. In 1 894, John Douglas commented that "boys and girls 
of tender years (from seven to eleven years old)" were "regarded as even 
more valuable for the purposes of the industry because they are more 
tractable than adults ."58 In 1908, the Superintendent of l\fapoon Aboriginal 
mission, the Reverend Nicholas Hey, made the same point, explaining that 
employers in this industry preferred to employ Aboriginal children because 
they believed they were easier to control.59 Hey pointed out that officials 
had found a number of children as young as six years of age on board some 
pearling and beche-de-mer vessels.60 
Aboriginal children who performed labour in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
industries were extremely vulnerable to physical injury and long-term health 
problems. Pearling and beche-de-mer work required enormous physical 
effort and a considerable lung-capacity. The performance of this labour 
would have had an extremely detrimental impact on young and physically 
immature child workers . There is much evidence from European observers 
to confirm that Aboriginal children suffered enormous health problems 
58 "Report of the Government Resident at Thursday Island for 1 892-3" ,  p.9 14 .  
"Report of  the Royal Commission appointed to  Inquire into and Report Upon the Working of 
the Pearl-Shel l  and Beche-de-mer Industries", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 908, Vol . 2 ,  
p . .  2 1 8 . 
60 
59 
Ibid. 
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from the performance of this type of labour. It is also apparent that some 
Aboriginal children died from performing labour in this industry.6 1  
A number of  officials in  the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
observed that employment in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries was 
ultimately exceptionally damaging to the health and physical development of 
Aboriginal children. In 1 899, Roth, who had studied medicine prior to 
becoming Queensland's Northern Protector of Aboriginals, furnished a 
direct example of the devastating impact that labour in these marine 
industries was having on the health of young Aboriginal boys. He noted 
that many Aboriginal boys under the age of twenty who had been employed 
in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries had died soon after performing 
this type of labour. 62 He continued to assert that these youths had been in 
good health prior to undertaking employment but they had all returned from 
their employment on boats displaying the same serious symptoms. These 
included "general emaciation, pains in the back and chest, coughing and the 
spitting of blood."63 It is important to note that the symptoms described by 
Roth are indicative of serious lung disorders including consumption. Taking 
this into consideration, it not surprising that all the boys that Roth described 
later died from these serious health problems. Roth himself had no doubt 
6 1  For example, ''Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899", Queensland 
Votes and Proceedings, Vol . 5, Part I ,  p.584. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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that they had died because of health problems caused by labour in the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industries.6-t 
\X'hile Roth provided a very specific example of the perilous consequences 
for Aboriginal children who laboured in this industry, other European 
officials made both general and more specific comments condemning the 
impact of labour in this field on the health and safety of young workers . In 
1 901 , Protector Bennett from Thursday Island declared that he "deem[ed] 
the life on the boats unfavourable to [the] growth and physical well-being" 
of young Aboriginal worker�. 65 In 1 908, the Reverend Hey made definite 
statements condemning the impact of labour in this field on the health of 
young Aboriginal workers. He asserted that diving for beche-de-mer and 
pearls had increased the death rate of Aborigines "to a great extent" because 
this labour frequently resulted in the lung disease consumption.66 Hay was 
able to produce alarming statistics, which indicated that about two-thirds of 
the young Aboriginal males who were employed in the pearling and beche-
de-mer industries later died of consumption.67 
1-fany Aboriginal children who did not die because of their employment in 
this industry nonetheless had to be hospitalised owing to the serious injuries 
Ibid. 
65 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I ' ' ,  p. 1 1 3 1 .  
"Report of the Royal Commission appointed to Inquire into and Report Upon the Working of 
the Pearl-Shell  and Beche-de-mer Industries", p.692 . 
67 Ibid. 
66 
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sustained during the course of their labour. One of the dangers of working 
in the ocean was the threat posed by sharks.68 This threat was not minor, 
with a number of Aboriginal workers being serious wounded, and in some 
cases dying, from shark attacks well into the twentieth century. In 1 906, an 
Aboriginal man employed in this industry died after being the victim of 
shark attack.69 Aboriginal children were just as vulnerable to this threat. At 
least one young Aboriginal boy employed in this industry was bitten and 
seriously injured by a shark attack. This boy, John Davis, who was seventeen 
years old, was admitted to the Cooktown Hospital in 1 888 for two weeks. 70 
There are a number of other instances of Aboriginal children employed in 
the pearling and beche-de-mer industries being admitted to hospital but 
unfortunately, the cause was not officially recorded. The fact that so many 
Aboriginal children who were employed in this industry were admitted to 
hospital convincingly demonstrates that employment in this field of labour 
was detrimental to their health. In 1 885, an Aboriginal boy, Bulldog, who 
was fifteen-years-old and was described as a seaman on a beche-de-mer 
station, was admitted to the Cooktown Hospital for several days. 71 That 
same year, Jimmy, a seventeen-year-old Aboriginal employed in the beche-
68 This point was made by a colonial observer in the Queenslander, 1 0  July 1 875, p .8 .  
69 20 February 1 906, Protector of Aboriginals, Cooktown Office, Aboriginal Occurrence Book, 
POA 1 3/ 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
7° Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospi tal , 28 August 1 888- 1 3  
January 1 889, HOS 1 3/ 1 3, Queensland State Archives. 
71  Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Register, Cooktown Hospital, 1 5  December 1 885 - 3 1  May 
1 886, HOS 1 3/ 1 4, Queensland State Archives. 
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de-mer industry was admitted to the Cooktown Hospital for one day.72 
Another Aboriginal boy employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer trade, 
also called Jimmy, was admitted to the Cooktown Hospital that same year.73 
The following year, Bulldog was readmitted to the Cooktown Hospital for a 
three-month stay.74 Also in 1 888, l\faggie, a sixteen-year-old Aboriginal girl 
who was employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries, was 
admitted to the Cooktown Hospital.75 Three years later, in 1 89 1 ,  Nellie, a 
twelve-year-old Aboriginal girl, who had worked on a fishing boat, was 
admitted to the Cooktown Hospital for eleven days .76 That same year, 
George, a twelve-year-old Aboriginal boy described as a fisherman, was 
hospitalised for one month at Cooktown Hospital.77 The hospital record of 
one nine-year-old Aboriginal boy who was also admitted to the Cooktown 
Hospital in 1 891  elicits one particularly interesting fact. The child not only 
worked on board a beche-de-mer boat, but had been born on the schooner, 
Comet. 78 
72 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital,  24 Apri l 1 888- 1 January 
1 888,  HOS 1 3/ 1 2, Queensland State Archives. 
73 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital, 24 April 1 888  - 1 8  August 
1 888,  HOS 1 3/ 1 2,  Queensland State Archives. 
74 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Register, Cooktown Hospital, 1 5  December 1 885 - 3 1  May 
1 886, HOS 1 31 1 4, Queensland State Archives. 
75 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Register, Cooktown Hospital, 2 August 1 888  - 1 3  January 
1 889, HOS 1 3// 1 3 , Queensland State Archives. 
76 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital , 30 September 1 890 - 24 
July 1 89 1 ,  HOS 1 3/ 1 7, Queensland State Archives. 
77 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital , 30 September 1 890 - 24 
July 1 89 1 ,  HOS 1 3/ 1 7, Queensland State Archives. 
78 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital , 30 September 1 890 - 24 
July 1 89 1 ,  HOS 1 3/ 1 7, Queensland State Archives. 
376 
Although beche-de-mer and pearling masters were clearly highly dependent 
on Aboriginal labour, many were prepared to mete out appalling treatment 
to Aboriginal workers . This is one of the more perplexing inconsistencies 
surrounding the employment of Aboriginal workers in this industry. During 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the pearling and beche-de-
mer industries attracted more public censure than any other industry in the 
state over its treatment of Aboriginal workers . Before the nineteenth century 
had even ended, the colonial press had drawn public and official attention 
towards many of the abuses extant in the pearling and beche-de-mer trade.79 
Indeed, in 1 873, one settler, Alfred Davidson, wrote to the Q11eenslander 
newspaper, commenting that in that year alone he had read of 
Queensland natives being kidnapped at Fraser's Island for divers; of 
murder by the blacks of white men at Green Island, under the 
provocation of food to those employed as sailors; of murders of whites 
at the Etheridge River in revenge for injuries received about a y ear ago, if 
I remember rightly.80 
An overwhelming body of evidence indicates that most of the Aboriginal 
adult and Aboriginal child workers who were involved in the pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries were treated appallingly. The pearling and beche-
de-mer industries were singled out for practicing many forms of gross 
cruelty. The press was able to report many instances of pearling and beche-
de-mer employers abducting Aboriginal workers, failing to return workers to 
79 See for example, Queenslander, 30 August 1 873, p.2 ; Queenslander, 28 October 1 882, p.586;
Queenslander, 2 August 1 884, p. 1 76;  Queenslander, 30 July 1 887, p. 1 88 ;  Queenslander, 1 1  June 1 892, 
fc· 1 1 46; Quee11s/a11der, 25 1 une 1 892, p. 1 248 and Queen slander. 24 July 1 897, p. 1 75 .
0 Queenslander, 1 9  July 1 873, p.3.
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their original localities, cheating Aboriginal workers out of their wages, 
sexually abusing Aboriginal women and, in some extreme cases, murdering 
Aboriginal workers. Douglas considered the treatment of Aboriginal 
workers in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries and concluded that the 
industry was "not a nice business" and that life on a beche-de-mer station 
" k bl lid d d" "8 1 was unspea a y squa an irty. 
The particular nature of employment in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
industries allowed extreme forms of abuse to flourish. Europeans and 
Aborigines employed on beche-de-mer stations and boats and pearling boats 
were isolated from contact with other Europeans and the industry was 
poorly supervised. In 1 894, Douglas conceded the industry was 
inadequately administered but argued that to "do so effectively would cost 
more than it is  worth."82 Poor supervision unquestionably allowed abuse to 
flourish. Parry-Okenden believed that a lack of supervision allowed 
European employers to "wield absolute power at the lonely fishing 
stations."83 Notwithstanding the fact that the government did not properly 
monitor the employment situations of Aborigines who were legally 
employed, the majority of Aboriginal labourers in this industry were 
employed illegally without the government being aware of their situations .  
8 1  "Report of  the Government Resident a t  Thursday Island for 1 892-3", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 894, Vol .  2,  p.920. 
82 "Report of the Government Resident at Thursday Island for 1 892- J 893", p. 9 1 2. 
83 "Report on the North Queensland Aborigines and the Native Police, with Appendices", p .36 .  
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Furthermore, Aboriginal workers employed on boats and on remote beche­
de-mer stations could not implement the same strategies of resistance as 
Aboriginal workers on the mainland. In some cases , Aboriginal employees 
on the mainland were able to escape from abusive employment situations. 
This was not an option for Aboriginal workers employed on boats . 
In the late nineteenth century, many articles appeared in the colonial press 
denouncing European employers involved in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
for kidnapping Aboriginal workers . As Chapters Three and Four of this 
thesis have argued, kidnapping was a central component involved in the use 
of Aboriginal child labour in Queensland in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The pearling and beche-de-mer industries, however, 
received condemnation for kidnapping adult Aboriginal workers, as well as 
young Aboriginal workers, on a far larger scale than any other industry in 
the region. 
Although the pearling and beche-de-mer industries was concentrated around 
the northern tip of Queensland, it is evident that Europeans kidnapped 
Aboriginal workers in both northern and southern waters to meet the 
demand for Aboriginal workers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The colonial press supplied many examples of Aboriginal 
workers being abducted. In 1 873, the Queenslander newspaper reported that a 
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number of Fraser Island Aborigines, who had previously rendered valuable 
assistance to Europeans constructing a lighthouse, had been kidnapped 
under false pretences by "some vessel engaged in the beche-de-mer or pearl 
fishery."84 
Extreme violence was usually a principal feature of kidnappings. One 
particular incident provides a striking example of the brutal lengths to which 
pearling and beche-de-mer traders would go in order to obtain Aboriginal 
workers. In 1 884, Frank Lee, a beche-de-mer trader, was charged at 
Cooktown after an incident where he tried to run down a canoe and forcibly 
abduct three of the Aborigines within it, and then shot at the other 
Aborigines still in the canoe.85 It appears that forcible abductions were an 
accepted part of this industry. That same year, the Police Magistrate at 
Cooktown, Hugh Milman, noted the frequency with which abductions were 
occurring. He referred to the "forcible abduction" of Aboriginals workers 
which was "taking place daily on this unprotected Northern coast."86 
Many kidnapped Aboriginal workers were not returned to their original 
localities after labouring for Europeans . Previous chapters have contended 
that this was a common experience for a number of Aboriginal workers in 
84 Queenslander, 30 August 1 873 ,  p.2. 
8 5  Hugh Milman to the Under Colonial Secretary, 9 June 1 884, in-letter no. 4 1 46 of 8 84, 
COL/A394, Queensland State Archives .  
86 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 884, Vol .  43, p.2 1 2. 
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other industries .  It does, however, appear that pearling and beche-de-mer 
workers were even more likely to be kidnapped and abandoned in foreign
locations than Aboriginal workers in other industries .  Considering that the 
boats involved in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries were mobile and 
moved considerable distances, the frequent kidnapping and abandonment of 
Aboriginal workers is  not surprising. 
There is much evidence to indicate that a considerable number of 
Aboriginal workers in the pearling and beche-de-mer trade were abandoned 
in foreign locations by their European employers. This point was mentioned 
in 1 882 by Howard St. George, who told the Colonial Secretary: 
In numerous instances, I have heard of natives being induced to come 
on board of vessels engaged in fishing on unfrequented parts of the 
coast and when on board being taken off to a distant reef or island and 
being detained there. 87
While officials were aware that this was occurring, this official knowledge 
did not prompt intervention. Five years later, in 1 887, a settler echoed St. 
George's comments in a letter to the Queenslander newspaper. He wrote that 
he knew of a number of Aboriginal workers who, "when their turn of 
service ha[d been] expired, turned adrift on the nearest and most convenient 
point of land, possibly among hostile tribes, who would at any rate rob 
them . . . "88
87 Howard St. George, Cooktown, to the Under Colonial Secretary, in-letter no. 1 385 of 1 882, 
COL/ A333, Queensland State Archives. 
88 Queens/ander, 30 July 1 887, p. 1 88 .  
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In 1 892, Walter Roth expressed a similar viewpoint. He argued that many 
Aboriginal workers in these marine industries had been put ashore hundreds 
of miles from their traditional locations and that the process of returning to 
their original homes was fraught with the threat posed by other Aborigines 
and Europeans.89 This was still a problem well into the twentieth century. 
In 1 9 14, Bleakley, then the Chief Protector of Aboriginals ,  admitted that the 
employment of Aboriginal workers in this industry was not properly 
supervised and consequently there was "a doubt often as to whether boys 
are faithfully returned home.''90 
The smaller physique of Aboriginal children meant that they were even 
more vulnerable to kidnapping and abandonment in foreign locations than 
adult Aboriginal workers. Once Aboriginal children had been kidnapped, 
they were usually not returned to their families and traditional localities .  This 
would have caused enormous emotional disruptions to the lives of these 
children. In 1 899, Roth was able to list several cases where Europeans had 
abducted Aboriginal children to work in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
trade and had not returned them. In 1 895, a European owner of a beche-de-
mer vessel abducted an Aboriginal boy, Treacle, who was about twelve or 
89 Walter Roth to the Commissioner of Pol ice, 6 May I 898, in-letter no. 6944 of 1 898,  COL/ 1 42, 
Queensland State Archives. 
90 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for the Year 1 9 1 4", Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, 1 9  I 5- 1 9 1 6, Vol . 3, p . 1 68 1 . 
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thirteen years of age, from !vfapoon Aboriginal mission.91 The following 
year, another Aboriginal child, Harry, who was eleven-years-old, was forcibly 
taken from Mapoon by another European owner of a boat and was not 
returned.92 In 1 899, another European on a boat forcibly removed another 
Aboriginal boy, Bob, from Mapoon. Roth noted that the child's mother was 
anxiously awaiting the return of her child.93 
The most likely explanation for the actions of pearling and beche-de-mer 
merchants in abandoning Aboriginal workers was the desire to avoid paying 
these workers for their labour. 94 This was another criticism that was 
directed against employers in this industry in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. In 1 907, Richard Howard, the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals, described in detail how Europeans would avoid paying 
Aboriginal workers proper wages. He asserted that an employer who was 
intending to cheat Aboriginal workers would fill 
. . .  his boat up with men, women and children, and [proceed] to the reef, 
and [work] the poor wretches for all they are worth, and then [he] returns 
them to the mainland, gives them a few bags of flour, some tobacco, and 
a few yards of print calico, and dumps them ashore. He then takes 
another crowd, who fare somewhat similar to the former. 95 
Howard continued to assert that employers were prepared to use violence 
against Aboriginal workers who complained about not receiving due 
9 1  
92 
93 
"Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899", p.584. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
94 Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 899, Vol . 82. p.554. 
95 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 907", Queensland Parliamentary 
Papers, 1 908, Vol . 3, p.93 1 .  
payment. He maintained that if a worker complained, "he would be 
persuaded into the master's way of thinking by the aid of a lump of 
fi d n96mangrove trewoo . 
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Aboriginal children were even less likely to receive payment for their labour 
than adult workers . They may have been risking their health and welfare by 
labouring in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries but appears that the 
majority of these child workers were not rewarded fiscally for this labour. As 
was previously mentioned, the non-payment of adult Aboriginal workers in 
this industry was a problem well into the twentieth century. Aboriginal 
children who were employed in this industry illegally had far less recourse to 
claim their wages, both because the government was not aware of their 
employment in most cases and because their size and immaturity meant that 
they would be powerless to challenge their adult European employers over 
the issue of wages.  
The colonial press and government authorities reported many examples of 
Aboriginal children in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
working in the beche-de-mer and pearling industry without being paid. The 
periods of time that Aboriginal children worked without payment varied in 
length but were often quite extensive. In 1 901 , Roth described one case 
96 Ibid. 
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where three Aboriginal children had worked on a beche-de-mer boat for a 
month without receiving any remuneration for their labour. The case had 
been exposed because government officials had boarded the boat in order to 
investigate whether any Aborigines were being employed illegally on board 
and had found the three children being worked illegally.97 Roth reported 
that the children had not received money and their employers had only 
given the children the "calico loin-cloths" they were wearing.98 The 
following year, in 1 902, Roth described a case where one Aboriginal child 
had been worked without wages for an even longer period of time. He had 
been found on board a boat he could have been employed on for up to 
fifteen months.99 The child, however, had not received any payment for this 
labour. 
While the Aboriginal children mentioned probably worked longer than was 
usual, it seems that it was common for them not to receive payment for 
their labour in these maritime industries. In all of the recorded cases of 
Aboriginal children working in this field of labour, only one case described 
an Aboriginal child receiving payment for his labour. Part of this payment, 
however, would have almost certainly caused the child physical damage. 
97 
98 
99 
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I ", p. 1 1 3 1 .
Ibid. 
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", p.452. 
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This boy, who was twelve-years-old, received an allowance of alcohol, along 
with £3 per year, for his labour. 100 
It is necessary to mention one other disruption that employment in the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industries could cause Aboriginal child workers. 
Employers in this industry often interrupted the education that Aboriginal 
children were receiving because they wanted to exploit their labour. In 1 898, 
Roth cited one such case where an Aboriginal boy from !\fapoon was taken 
out of school, against the wishes of his parents and the child himself, and 
was made to labour in the beche-de-mer trade. 101 Mapoon was a popular 
recruiting station for indigenous labour, so it is probable that there were a 
number of similar cases. 
European employers in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries in the 
colonial period were also notorious for physically and sexually abusing 
Aboriginal workers. Despite public criticism, Europeans involved in the 
pearling and beche-de-mer industries sexually abused many Aboriginal 
women, and the colonial press and government officials noted many such 
incidents . In 1 877, Brinsley Sheridan, the Land Commissioner of the 
Cardwell District, described how one pearling and beche-de-mer boat from 
Townsville had several women on board for the purposes of sexual 
1 00  Ernest Gribble to the Commissioner of Pol ice. 1 2  January 1 897, in-letter no. 00770 of 1 897,  
POL/J 1 4, Queensland State Archives. 
I O I  "'Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899", p.584. 
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exploitation. 102 Sheridan had attempted to charge the ship owner but as he 
explained, there had been so much "delay about the matter that at last the 
whole thing fell through" and no charges were laid. 103 In 1 882, the Police 
Commissioner at Cooktown observed that "this forcible carrying away" of 
Aboriginal women was "the cause of much of the ill feeling" from 
Aborigines towards Europeans. 10.i As late as 1 89 1 ,  the Boomerang newspaper 
reported that Europeans involved in the pearling and beche-de-mer 
industries were forcibly carrying off Aboriginal women for sexual 
purposes. 1 05 
The physical, emotional and sexual abuse of young Aboriginal workers by 
European pearl and beche-de-mer traders was also commonplace. Just as 
Aboriginal children were more susceptible to kidnapping than Aboriginal 
adults because of their smaller physiques, they were also more likely to be 
abused by their employers. There is much evidence to prove that their 
sexual abuse was rife in the industry. In 1 901 ., Queensland's Secretary for 
Public Instruction admitted this fact when he stated that: 
102 
IOJ 
[Aboriginal] children as young as nine years of age had been taken on 
pearling boats, and [had been] not only violated, but [had] serious 
diseases communicated to them, and when any attempt was made to 
sheet home the offence, in every instance the case had fallen to the 
Sheridan, "Reserves for Aboriginals, Cardwell District", p. 1 246. 
Ibid. 
1 04  D. T. Seymour to the Colonial Secretary, 14 March 1 882, i n-letter no. 1 385 of I 882, 
COUA333, Queensland State Archives. 
'°5 Boomerang, 2 1  February 1 89 1 ,  p.7. 
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ground. 106 
The remote nature of many pearling and beche-de-mer boats and stations 
and inadequate checks of abuses meant that there were probably more cases 
of sexual abuse in the pearling. and beche-de-mer industries than in any 
other field of labour in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
long-term psychological and physical trauma that sexual abuse would have 
caused Aboriginal children employed in this industry is practically 
inconceivable. 
Young Aboriginal girls were grossly sexually exploited in the pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries . 
The anthropologists John Haviland and Leslie Haviland cite one case which 
was reported to the Colonial Secretary in 1 879. A fifteen-year-old Aboriginal 
girl, Tooloo, had been found on board the beche-de-mer schooner, Flirt. 
This girl had been on the ship since she was ten-years-old, five years before 
she was found.1 07 One official told the Colonial Secretary that other 
Aborigines had been with the girl at some point, but they had been able to 
escape from the boat at Cape Tribulation. After officials became aware o f  
this child's plight, they left her in the care o f  a local hotelkeeper. 
Unfortunately, her ordeal did not end there, because she was subsequently 
1 06  Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 90 1 , p. 1 420. 
I07 John Haviland and Leslie Haviland, " 'How much food will there be in Heaven?' Lutherans 
and Aborigines around Cooktown to 1 900'' ,  Aboriginal History, Vol. 4, Part 2 (December 1 980), p. 1 36. 
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abducted by some members of the Native Police Force. 1 08 Three years later, 
in 1 882, another incident of sexual abuse came to the attention of the 
Colonial Secretary. In this case, an eleven or twelve-year-old Aboriginal girl 
was taken on board the Reindeer, on a journey from Hinchinbrook to 
Cooktown, where she received "shameful treatment" at the hands of the 
ship's mate, Steve Barry. 109 
The widespread sexual abuse of Aboriginal women and children was not the 
only consequence of a lack of official supervision over the pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries .  There are instances of relations between 
Aborigines and Europeans deteriorating to the point where employers killed 
Aboriginal workers . 1 1 0 One case, which occurred in 1 889, provides a 
graphic indication of the sexual abuse and the brutality that towards 
Aboriginal workers that was endemic in the industry. In this instance, an 
Aboriginal man working aboard the schooner the Irish Lass tried to prevent 
an Aboriginal woman on board another ship from being sexually assaulted 
by the captain of the schooner, Jessie. 1 1 1  The captain reacted to the 
Aboriginal man's protestations by shooting and killing him. 1 1 2 The full 
extent of murders in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries will never be
I OS Ibid. 
1 09  Collector of Customs, Cooktown, to the Colonial Secretary, 2 March 1 882, in-letter no.  1 385 
of 1 882, COL/ A333, Queensland State Archives. 
i rn See for example, Hugh Mi lman, Pol ice Magistrate, Cooktown, to the Under Colonial 
Secretary, 9 June 1 884, in-letter no. 45 1 6  of 1 884, COL/A394, Queensland State Archives. 
1 1 1 Cooktown Courier, 22 January 1 889, p.2. 
1 1 2 Ibid. 
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fully known because the great majority of cases of murder would never have 
been recorded. Loos has quoted one colonial captain, who made this point. 
The captain commented that he knew of several cases where Aboriginal 
workers had been killed and their bodies thrown overboard but that these 
cases had not been officially reported. 1 1 3 
While Aboriginal adults and children were both mistreated by their 
European employers, adult Aboriginal workers were more able to respond 
to and react against the domination of employers . It should be noted, 
moreover, that even Aboriginal adults employed in this industry faced severe 
limitations relating to the strategies of resistance they could successfully use. 
The pearling and beche-de-mer industries did not function in a way that 
allowed Aboriginal workers to run away from abusive employers. 
Aboriginal workers who had been removed a considerable distance from 
their traditional localities would frequently have to seize or steal boats to 
return to their initial location. In 1 889, two Aboriginal men and an 
Aboriginal women wanting to return to their traditional area were required 
to perform a staggering feat of physical endurance to return home. These 
workers escaped from a beche-de-mer station by swimming sixteen miles 
from reef to reef until they were picked up by a boat not involved in the 
1 1 3 Loos, Invasion and Resistance, p. 1 27.  
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beche-de-mer trade and were taken to the mainland. 11� It is most likely that 
a number of other Aboriginal workers were not successful in their attempts 
to escape from pearling and beche-de-mer employment situations. Archibald 
:Meston made this point in 1 896, admitting that Aboriginal workers might 
die from drowning in their attempts to escape from beche-de-mer stations . 
He believed that such cases would never come to the attention of the public 
or the government. 1 1 5 
Adult Aboriginal workers who were unable to escape from exploitative 
situations by absconding sometimes resorted to more extreme measures of 
protest. There are more instances of Aboriginal workers in the pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries reacting violently towards their employers than 
workers in any other industry. There are numerous examples of Aboriginal 
workers in this industry attacking, and in some cases killing, their masters . 1 1 6 
Reynolds has argued that these attacks on European pearling and beche-de-
mer workers were severe enough to cause profound anxiety in colonial 
Queensland. 1 1 7  The most notorious of these incidents happened in 1 877 on 
board the schooner the Douglas, which had set out from Cairns. The 
schooner had kidnapped three Aboriginal workers from Dunk Island and 
1 1 4 
1 1 5 
"Report on the North Queensland Aborigines and the Native Police, with Appendices", p.35 . 
Ibid. 
1 1 6 See for example, Hugh Milman, Pol ice Magistrate, Cooktown, to the Colonial Secretary, 
Brisbane, I August 1 885, in-letter no. 57 1 8  of 1 885 , COL/A432, Queensland State Archives. John 
Douglas also made this point. See ··Report of the Government Resident at Thursday Island for 1 892-
3", p.920. 
1 1 7 Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier, p. 1 82. 
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when the schooner reached its final destination in the Great Barrier Reef, 
the Aboriginal men responded to their kidnapping by killing three white 
men and seriously wounding three others. Another two Europeans were less 
seriously injured in the attack. 1 1 8  
Some Aboriginal adults reacted to the sexual abuse of Aboriginal women by 
killing the offenders or other Europeans. Government officials were aware 
that a great deal of Aboriginal antagonism in northern Queensland had been 
caused by the interference of European beche-de-mer and pearl-shell 
fishers. 1 1 9 Indeed, in 1 89 1 , one Queensland Police l\fagistrate attributed 
every murder of Europeans by Aborigines that occurred on the northern 
coast "to the carrying off of [Aboriginal women by Europeans] . There was 
not the slightest doubt of this being the case."1 20 
While Aboriginal adults may have found resistance extremely difficult, 
Aboriginal children found it almost impossible. Indeed, it is important to 
note that there are no examples of Aboriginal children engaging in methods 
of resistance against their employers. In this respect, Aboriginal children 
employed in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries seem to have reacted 
differently to those children employed on the mainland, who were more 
1 1 8 Police Magistrate, Cairns, to the Colonial Secretary, 22 February I 877, in-letter no. 757 of 
1 877, COL/A235, Queensland State Archives. 
1 1 9 See for example, B .  Fahey to the Colonial Secretary, 23 June 1 882, in-letter no. 3552 of 1 882,  
COL/ A340, Queensland State Archives. 
1 20 Boomerang, 2 1 February 1 89 1 , p.7. 
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likely to engage in methods to oppose the domination of their employers . 
There are two likely explanations for this . In the first instance, Aboriginal 
children who were employed out on boats and reefs would not have been 
able to abscond from employment like Aboriginal workers on the mainland. 
Secondly, the pearling and beche-de-mer industries appears to have been 
more violent than any other industry. The adult Aboriginal workers who 
tried to resist employment in this industry seem to have been forced into 
using complex and violent strategies against their European employers . 
Young and physically undeveloped Aboriginal children would not have had 
the strength or ability to take over a boat or murder the members of the 
European crew on a vessel. 
Adult Aboriginal workers arguably suffered more abuse in the pearling and 
beche-de-mer industries than in any other industry in the state in the late 
nineteenth century. Their employment in this industry was often against 
their will, abusive and highly exploitative, yet the Queensland government
did not pass legislation to deal with this problem until the twentieth century. 
The pieces of legislation that were passed in the nineteenth century not only 
failed to protect adult Aborigines who were being rampantly abused by 
pearling and beche-de-mer merchants, but also completely ignored the 
plight of Aboriginal children who laboured in the trade. Neither of these 
pieces of legislation mentioned or restricted the employment of Aboriginal 
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children in this industry at all. They, however, were even more vulnerable to 
abuse than adult Aboriginal workers because of their age, size and physical 
immaturity. They suffered from more exaggerated forms of abuse than 
adults did at the hands of their European employers and were less able to 
plot methods of resistance. 
In 1 881 , the Queensland government produced legislation that it maintained 
would control abuses in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries .  This 
piece of legislation, the Pear/shell and beche-de-mer Fisheries Act of 1 881 , was 
supplemented three years later by the Native Labourer's Protection Act of 1 884. 
Loos has convincingly argued that the government did not draft either of 
these pieces of legislation because of altruistic sentiments towards 
indigenous workers but because the colonial government was being put 
under pressure by Great Britain to curtail the abuse of South Pacific 
labourers in Queensland waters . 1 21 Furthermore, the Pear/shell and beche-de-
mer Fisheries Act of 1 881  served the purpose of netting the Queensland 
government revenue from fees payable on boat licences . 1 22 The Native 
Labourer's Protection Act of 1 884 also failed to contain protective clauses 
relating to Aboriginal workers in marine industries .  Loos has maintained 
1 2 1  
1 22 
Loos, "Queensland ' s  Kidnapping Act: The Native Labourers Protection Act of 1 884'', p. J 60. 
Queensland Parliamelltary Debates, 1 88 1 , Vol . 35, p. 1 86. 
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that this Act instead served to protect the interests of Europeans involved in 
the pearl-shell and beche-de-mer trade. 123 
It is arguable that the lack of government regulation would have provided a 
degree of encouragement for employers in this industry to employ 
Aboriginal children. A significant number of boats stopped in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century were found to have illegally 
employed Aboriginal children on them. In 1 882, government officials 
stopped one boat which had eighteen illegally employed Aborigines aged 
from nine to forty years on board. 124 In 1 892, another boat, the Quirang, was 
stopped at Cooktown with seventeen Aboriginal men, three Aboriginal 
women and one Aboriginal child all employed unlawfully. 125 
The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1 897 did not 
restrict the employment of Aboriginal children in marine industries.  The 
passage of the Act did not provide employers in these industries with an 
incentive to register their Aboriginal child workers . This meant that many 
Aboriginal children were still employed in this industry without government 
knowledge. In 1 900, Dr. Walter Roth mentioned that a young Aboriginal 
child, Willie, had been found illegally employed as a swimmer-diver on 
1 23 Loos, "Queensland ' s  Kidnapping Act: The Native Labourers Protection Act of 1 884", p . 1 5 1 .  
1 24 Collector of Customs, Cooktown, to the Colonial Secretary, 2 March 1 882, in-letter no. 1 385 
of 1 882, COUA333, Queensland State Archives.
1 25 Queenslander, 1 7  September 1 892, p.529.
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another North Queensland beche-de-mer boat. 1 26 The following year, Roth 
reported another three separate incidents where beche-de-mer boats had 
been caught illegally employing Aboriginal children. Between these three 
boats, ten children had been illegally employed. 1 27 One ketch, the Mona, 
illegally employed five Aboriginal children all under ten years of age. 1 28 
In �fay of 1 902, an Act drafted to Amend the Aboriginals Protection ant/ 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897 received Royal Assent. These 
Amendments, passed as the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act of 1 901 , contained clauses which restricted but did not completely 
ban the employment of Aboriginal children in Queensland's maritime 
industries . Section ten of the 1 901 Amendment Act contained a clause 
which held that no male Aboriginal not having arrived at puberty or 
Aboriginal female who was not tribally or lawfully married could be 
employed on a boat without a permit. 1 29 It is presumable that these 
provisions were drafted as a response to the increased public criticisms that 
the pearling and beche-de-mer industries was gathering. 
1 26 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 900", p. 1 332. 
See . .  Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I " , p . 1 332; 28 March 
1 90 1 ,  in-letter no. no. 5730 of 1 90 1 ,  A/58927, Queensland State Archives. and Walter Roth to the 
Home Secretary, 8 May 1 90 1 ,  i n-letter no. 0820 1 of 1 90 1 ,  A/44679, Queensland State Archives. 
1 28 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for the Year 1 907" .  Queensland 
1 27 
Parliamentary Papers, 1 908, Vol. 3, p.93 1 .
1 29 Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium A ct of 1 90 I ,  Supplement to the
Queensland Government Gazette, 1 6  May 1 902, No. 1 46, p. 1 435 . 
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European employers do not seem to have been particularly concerned with 
following the guidelines that were set down by The Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of1 901 . In 1 902, after the Amendments had 
received Royal Assent, another boat, the Agnes, was found to have an 
employed Aboriginal child on board. 130 The illegal employment of 
Aboriginal children in this industry probably continued for decades. 
Government officials were aware that legislative provisions were having 
little effect on the illegal recruiting of Aboriginal children. As late as 1 9 14, 
John Bleakley, then the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, conceded that 
government officials found it impossible to exercise satisfactory supervision 
over the recruiting of Aboriginal boys in the industry. 131 
The colonial press severely castigated Queensland's pearling and beche-de-
mer industries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries over the 
appalling way it treated many Aboriginal workers. Indeed, evidence indicates 
that indigenous workers in this industry experienced more prolonged and 
sadistic abuse than Aboriginal workers in any other industry in the state 
during this period. There is a very strong argument that the adult Aborigines 
who laboured in this industry occupied an almost powerless situation akin to 
slavery. 1 32 The largely unsupervised nature of the pearling and beche-de-mer 
130 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", p.452. 
1 3 1  "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for the Year 1 9 1 4", p. 1 68 1 .  
132 For more on the relationship between power and domination and slavery see Padgug, 
"Problems in the Theory of Slavery and Slave Society", p.3-27; Patterson, ''On S lavery and slave 
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industries meant that many European employers did not feel obliged to 
restrain their abuse. While adult Aboriginal workers experienced much abuse 
in this industry, the experiences of young Aboriginal workers in the trade 
were even more damaging and abusive. 
Employers showed a scant disregard for the health and lives of these 
children by employing them in this industry. Pearling and beche-de-mer 
labour was extremely hazardous for fully grown adult workers and the 
performance of this labour by children could frequently be fatal. The many 
Aboriginal children who were employed in the industry during this period 
were even more susceptible to ill-treatment than adult Aboriginal workers. 
All available accounts indicate that the vast majority of Aboriginal children 
who were employed in this industry were overworked, underpaid and not 
provided with the essentials of life .  It also seems that Europeans 
exacerbated the traumatic situation of these young workers by removing 
them from their traditional localities and families and failing to return them. 
The physical, emotional and sexual abuse of these workers was also 
common. There is much evidence to confirm the appalling conditions and 
treatment of these young workers but no reported cases of these children 
engaging in strategies of resistance against their European employers . This 
indicates that these children were trapped in a powerless position and that 
formations" , New left Review, p.3 1 -67 ; Patterson, Sla\'ery and Social Death, p. 1 - 1 4  and Blackburn,  
"Defining S lavery - Its Special Features and Social Role" , p.262-279. 
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European employers involved in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries 
exercised almost complete control over these young Aboriginal employees. 
Considering the overall position of these young Aboriginal workers, it is 
apparent that they had even more in common with slaves than exploited and 
abused adult Aboriginal workers in this industry. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
Abori g i nal  ch i ld  labour i n  other fields of employment, 
1 842-1 945 
Most people will tell you that the child is better off with Europeans . In 
my opinion the contention is absurd . . .  they change masters and 
mistresses, prostitution and disease follow, they can only speak pigeon 
[sic] English and finally become pariahs amongst both whites and blacks. 
Dr. Walter Roth, "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of 
Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1 903, Vol. 2, p .46 1 . 
While Europeans predominantly opted to employ Aboriginal children as 
domestic servants, pastoral workers or pearling and beche-de-mer workers 
in Queensland's past, a substantial number of Aboriginal children provided 
essential labour for colonists in an extraordinary range of other capacities .  
There are accounts of  Aboriginal children working as guides and 
interpreters; on the goldfields; as 'errand boys'; labourers; in circuses; and 
as jockeys. Furthermore, a sizeable proportion of Aboriginal children who 
were employed in Queensland during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries did not have the type of labour they performed recorded. This 
chapter considers the use of Aboriginal children in these various capacities 
and finds that while they undertook different tasks in each field of labour, 
their overall working experiences were remarkably alike. Like their 
400 
counterparts who worked in other fields of labour., these Aboriginal children 
were dominated by their European employers and most laboured in 
conditions approaching slavery. 1 
In order to evaluate the contributions and experiences of the Aboriginal 
children who were employed in other capacities in Queensland during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this chapter is arranged in the 
following manner. First, it conducts a demographical study of the various 
types of labour performed by Aboriginal children who were not employed 
as domestic servants, pastoral workers or pearling and beche-de-mer 
workers. Following the demographic analysis , the chapter examines each 
field of employment separately. It then considers the overall experiences of 
these child workers and finds that they had much in common, both with 
each other and with the Aboriginal children who were employed in fields of 
labour explored in previous chapters, as almost all of these children were 
heavily exploited. This chapter subsequently examines the methods that 
these children used to resist their exploitation and concludes its analysis by 
recounting the powerless position these young workers ultimately occupied. 
For definitions of  slavery, see particularly, Orlando Patterson, "On slavery and slave 
formations", New Left Review, No. 1 1 7 (September-October 1 979), p.3 1 -67 and Orlando Patterson. 
Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1 982), p. 1 - 1 4. See also, George P. Rawick, ed. ,  The American Slave: A Composite 
Autobiography, Vol. 2 (Westpoint, Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing Company, 1 972), p.207. 
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These children had much in common with their counterparts who worked 
in the more typical occupations of domestic service, pastoral labour and 
pearling and beche-de-mer work. The risk of physical injury was also high. 
Furthermore, evidence proves that it was highly unusual for young 
Aboriginal child workers to receive wages, an education or even the basic 
essentials of life. In many cases, Aboriginal child workers were 
psychologically traumatised after their employers denied them contact with 
their family groups and indigenous culture. In addition, the dismal situation 
of many of these Aboriginal child workers was exacerbated by emotional, 
sexual and physical abuse. Many of the Aboriginal children who were 
employed in these disparate fields of labour attempted to implement 
strategies to resist the authoritarian control of their European employers . 
Overall, these efforts were unsuccessful and most of these Aboriginal child 
workers were unable to leave employment situations that were detrimental 
to their emotional and physical welfare and development. These many 
similarities in the working experiences of Aboriginal children employed as 
domestic servants, pastoral workers, pearling and beche-de-mer workers and 
the capacities considered in this chapter, confirm the importance of youth as 
a determining factor in the lives of Aboriginal workers . 
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Other fields of labour: a demographic overview 
Recent historical texts have demonstrated the great extent to which 
colonists relied on Aboriginal workers in Queensland's past.2 These texts 
have concluded that Aboriginal workers were mainly employed as domestic 
servants, pastoral workers and pearling and beche-de-mer labourers . While it 
is impossible to conceive how these industries would have survived without 
Aboriginal labour, it is important to be aware that indigenous workers were 
also employed in other fields of labour. Employers were content to use 
Aboriginal workers in almost any capacity imaginable, providing that this 
employment did not challenge the dominant social and economic order. Bill 
Thorpe found that Aboriginal people were employed in at least fourteen 
distinct occupational categories in colonial Queensland.3 Certainly, less than 
two decades after free settlement was declared in the Moreton Bay District, 
Aboriginal people were employed in not only conventional fields of labour 
such as domestic service and pastoral work, but were also employed 
chopping wood,4 tracking,5 and selling bark sheets6 in the dominant 
economy. 
2 Noel Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-European relations on the North Queensland 
frontier 1861 - 1897 (Canberra: Australian National Universi ty Press, 1 982), p . 1 1 8- 1 59;  Dawn May, 
From Bush to Station: Aboriginal labour in the North Queensland Pastoral Industry, 1 86 1 - 1 897 
(Townsville, Queensland: History Department James Cook University, 1 983) ;  Dawn May, Aboriginal 
Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from 'rt:hite settlement to the present (Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 1 994); Ann McGrath and Kay Saunders, eds., with Jackie Huggins, 
Aboriginal Workers (Sydney: Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1 995) and Bi l l  
Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society (St .  Lucia, Queensland : University 
of Queensland Press, 1 996), p.30-75.  
3 Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society, p.67-70. 
4 Moreton Bay Courier, 25 August 1 849, p .3 .  
Moreton Bay Courier, 5 May 1 855,  p .2 .  
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Aboriginal children were employed in as many diverse capacities as 
Aboriginal adults. While records relating to this employment are not 
extensive, it is possible to make some broad observations about the other 
types of employment that Aboriginal children undertook in Queensland in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (see Chart 8. 1).  The largest 
category of employment in which Aboriginal children worked, apart from 
employment in the mainstream capacities examined in the previous 
chapters, was as guides and assistants to European explorers and early 
settlers. Following this, the next largest group of Aboriginal child workers 
were employed as farm labourers. Equal numbers of Aboriginal children 
were employed as interpreters, goldfield workers and circus performers. 
Records also hold limited accounts of Aboriginal children working as 
jockeys and 'errand boys'. As previously mentioned, specific employment 
details were not recorded for large numbers of Aboriginal children who 
undertook labour for Europeans. These 'unknown' Aboriginal child workers 
represent a considerable proportion of the other Aboriginal child workers 
considered in this chapter. 
6 Moreton Bay Courier, 25 December 1 858,  p.2. 
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7 Compiled from newspapers, archival sources and other published material. After each 
particular case is mentioned, the full citation is provided. In brief, the newspaper sources used were:
the Moreton Bay Courier (Brisbane), 1 85 1 ;  Queensland Punch (Brisbane), 1 884; Queensland Figaro 
(Brisbane), 1 888 and Queens/ander (Brisbane), 1 871 - 1893. The following files from Queensland State 
Archives were used: COL/A200; COU483 (a); COL/A489; COL/A713  and A/69147. The 
following published primary and secondary texts were used: Raymond Evans, "'Kings' in Brass 
Crescents: Defining Aboriginal Labour Patterns in Colonial Queensland" in Kay Saunders, ed., 
Indentured Labour in the British Empire 1834-1920 (London: Croom Helm, 1984), Dawn May, From 
Bush to Station: Aboriginal Labour and the North Queensland Pastoral Industry, 1861-1897 
(Townsville, Queensland: Department of History, James Cook University, 1 983) and James B. 
Stevenson, Seven Years in the Australian Bush (Liverpool: W. M. Potter, 1 880). 
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Available statistics allow historians to reach conclusions about the various 
other occupational categories in which Aboriginal children laboured. 
Furthermore, they also make it possible to examine the gendered breakdown 
of these other fields of employment (see Chart 8.2) .  Overall, the majority of 
Aboriginal children who laboured in the atypical occupational categories 
considered in this chapter were male, with fifty out of eighty-seven of these 
Aboriginal child workers being male and thirty- seven being female. This 
means that fifty-seven per cent of these young workers who are considered 
in this chapter were male and forty-three per cent were female (see Chart 
8.2) .  Some particular fields of employment appear to have been almost 
exclusively composed of male child workers. There are no examples of 
female Aboriginal children being employed as interpreters, goldfield 
workers, 'errand boys', jockeys or circus performers. Other fields of 
employment employed considerably more male Aboriginal child workers 
than female Aboriginal child workers. The number of male Aboriginal 
children employed as guides and companions and farm labourers 
dramatically exceeded the number of female Aboriginal children who were 
employed in these same categories. The number of female Aboriginal 
children categorised as workers who performed 'unknown' labour 
significantly surpassed the number of male Aboriginal children in this 
occupational category (see Chart 8. 1) .  Overall, this means that slightly more 
male Aboriginal children than female Aboriginal children performed other 
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types of  labour but that this gender imbalance was not as severe as it was in 
some of the other occupational categories like domestic service, pastoral 
work and pearling and beche-de-mer labour. The gendered breakdown of 
these fields of employment reflects the gender balance of the European 
adult workforce in these fields. 
Aboriginal children as guides and assistants 
While the greatest number of Aboriginal children who were not employed as 
domestic servants, pastoral workers or pearling and beche-de-mer workers 
worked as guides and assistants, historians have not considered this 
employment in detail. This lack of scrutiny reflects the European bias of 
most historical accounts . Rather than acknowledging the vital assistance 
many Aboriginal people provided to Europeans, many earlier historians 
largely presented descriptions of  European exploration and settlement 
which emphasise the European struggle against hostile natural elements and 
an antagonistic indigenous population.9 It is certainly true that Aborigines in 
Queensland fought a strong, determined and organised war of resistance 
against European incursion in the nineteenth century. 1 0 It is also true, 
9 For example, Hudson Fysh, Taming the North (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1 933); Sir
Raphael Cilento with Clem Lack, Triumph in the Tropics: An Historical Sketch of Queensland 
(Fortitude Valley, Queensland: Smith & Paterson, 1 959) and Geoffrey Bolton, A Thousand Miles
Away: A History of North Queensland to 1 920 (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 
1 963). 
JO See particularly Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin, Exclusion, Exploitation 
and Extermination: Race Relations in Colonial Queensland (Sydney: Australia and New Zealand 
Book Company, 1 975), p.27-47 and Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-European relations 011 
the North Queensland frontier 1861- 1897. 
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however, that in many cases Aborigines actively aided and assisted both 
European explorers attempting to open up tracts of land for European 
settlement and later settlers attempting to establish a hold on isolated 
stations. 1 1 Recently historians have started to recognise that the most 
successful explorers and early settlers were those who recognised Aboriginal 
skill and were given aid by Aborigines. 1 2 It is evident that Aboriginal 
children unwillingly provided a sizeable proportion of this aid. 
Europeans used Aboriginal children as guides and assistants before they 
employed Aboriginal children in any other field of labour. Some general 
observations can be made from the recorded cases of these children 
working in this capacity. First, the majority of these children were male. 
Secondly, evidence suggests that this type of employment only occurred in 
the nineteenth century, with no cases being recorded after 1 900. Thirdly, 
most worked in northern Queensland. 
Before large numbers of Europeans moved up into Queensland in the 
1 840s, settlers in the southern colonies had become accustomed to using 
Aboriginal guides and assistants . Henry Reynolds has argued that Europeans 
were using Aborigines as guides and assistants in New South Wales as early 
I I  See for example, Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frollfier: Aboriginal Resistance to 
the European Invasion of Australia; Reynolds, With the white people, p.5-4 1 . 
1 2  See for  example, T im Flannery, ed.,  The Explorers (Melbourne: Text Publ ishing, 1 998), p.3 .  
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as 1 791 . 1 3 While the British found the Australian landscape to be hostile 
and unfamiliar, the Aboriginal inhabitants of the country had become 
extremely adept at controlling and changing the landscape to suit their 
needs. 1 4 Tim Flannery, who has written about the Aboriginal relationship to 
the Australian environment, concludes that the success of Australian 
exploration was far more dependent on Aboriginal proficiency and 
knowledge of the landscape than European skill. 1 5 Reynolds argues that 
Aboriginal guides in New South Wales and Victoria were able to help 
Europeans in a number of ways . 16 :Most crucially, Aboriginal guides and 
assistants knew where water could be obtained and were able to find food 
sources when Europeans could not. Moreover, Aborigines were able to 
negotiate their way across vast tracts of land without losing their sense of  
direction. 17 In some instances, Aboriginal guides were also able to negotiate 
peaceful accords with other indigenous groups . 1 8 
Based on their experiences in the southern colonies, large numbers of those 
explorers and early settlers who pushed up into Queensland in the late 1 830s 
and early 1 840s, were cognisant that they would have to rely on indigenous 
skill for their exploratory endeavours to succeed. Maurice French has 
13 Reynolds, With the white people, p.20. 
14  John Mulvaney and Johan Kamminga, Prehistory of A ustralia (St. Leonards, New South 
Wales: Allen & Unwin, 1 999) and Tim Flannery, The future eaters: an ecological history of the
Australasian lands and people (Kew, Victoria: Reed Books, 1 994 ) . 
1 5  Flannery, ed., The Explorers, p.3.  
16  Reynolds, With the ·white people, p. 1 2- 1 5 .  
1 7  Ibid. 
18  Ibid. 
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emphasised this point, explaining that at least six of the Europeans who 
moved up into the Darling Downs region in the early 1 840s were 
accompanied by Aboriginal guides and assistants from New South Wales. 19 
British moves into the northern districts of Queensland, which took place 
after the 1 860s, were also dependent on assistance provided by Aboriginal 
guides. Indeed, practically all of the major north Queensland exploratory 
expeditions of this period used Aboriginal guides . 20 
There is a great body of evidence to prove that colonists in Queensland 
were prepared to use Aboriginal children as guides and assistants. Arguably, 
the most well-known explorer to use Aboriginal children as guides was 
Christie Palmerston, who is most recognised for pioneering a track to Port 
Douglas in 1 877 and from Herberton to �1ourilyan Harbour in 1 884. 21 The 
Aboriginal child, Pompo, who accompanied Palmerston on his journeys, has 
received scant historical attention. A number of other pioneers also relied 
on Aboriginal child guides and assistants . These pioneers included Robert 
Gray, one of the most important settlers of the Hughenden district, 22 Walter 
Scott, who was a managing partner of the famous Vallry of Lagoons station 
1 9  Maurice French, Conflict on the Condamine: Aborigines and the European Invasion 
(Toowoomba Darling Downs Institute Press, 1 989), p.98.  
20 Bolton, A Thousand Miles A way, p. 1 5 . 
2 1  Palmerston has attracted the attention o f  a number o f  historians. See particularly, Jean 
Fam field, "Legend of North Queensland - Christie Palmerston ( 1 85 1 - 1 897)", Lectures in North 
Queensland History, No. 3 ( 1 978), p.69-84 and Paul Savage, Christie Palmerston, Explorer 
(Townsville, Queensland: Department of History and Pol itics, James Cook Universi ty, 1 989). 22 Ann All ingham, "Taming the Wilderness ": the First Decade of Pastoral Settlement in the 
Kennedy District (Townsvi l le ,  Queensland : History Department, James Cook University of North 
Queensland, 1 988), p. 1 7 1 .  
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from 1 864 to 1 890,23 and William Hann, who explored the Cape York 
Peninsula in 1 872, and was the first European to chart the Palmer River.24 
Explorers and early pioneers were not the only Europeans dependent on 
Aboriginal child guides and assistants . The missionary Ernest Gribble used a 
young Aboriginal boy, Dinaroo, to guide his party around the rvfitchell River 
area in 1 904. 25 A number of these settlers have described the particular 
types of labour they expected these children to perform. In particular, they 
were heavily reliant on the food-gathering techniques and navigational skills 
that even very young Aboriginal children possessed. Furthermore, a number 
of these Aboriginal children were also used to make accords with local 
indigenous populations. 26 
The majority of Aboriginal children who were used as guides and assistants 
were employed in northern Queensland. A number of articles in colonial 
newspapers described this type of labour. In 1 883, the Queenslander 
newspaper noted that an Aboriginal child had safely guided one traveller 
from Batavia to Normanton.27 The newspaper did not comment further on 
this, indicating that the use of an Aboriginal child in this capacity was not 
considered unusual. Two years later, in 1 885, the same newspaper carried 
23 
2-1 
25 
26 
�.827. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Ernest Gribble, A Despised Race (Sydney: Australian Board of Missions, 1 937), p.73.  
See for example, Queenslander, 2 1  July 1 883, p.96. and Queens/ander, 21 November 1 885, 
Queenslander, 2 1  July 1 883, p.96. 
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another article, which stated that a young Aboriginal child, Toby, had been 
used to escort a travelling European to a distant station in an unspecified 
northern locality. The settler noted that Toby, who was about ten-years-old, 
had a far superior knowledge of the stars and navigation than the European 
he was accompanying. 28 In the following year, another settler wrote to the 
Queenslander newspaper, describing how he had previously set out to explore 
the Gulf of Carpentaria region with "a wee mite of a blackboy."29 Two 
years later, in 1 888, yet another settler described in the same newspaper how 
he was accompanied by a young Aboriginal guide on a trip from 
Townsville. 30 
Some primary accounts of the employment of Aboriginal children as guides 
and assistants emphasise the invaluable ability Aboriginal children possessed 
to find food and water in remote regions. Europeans were even more 
dependent on this ability than they were on the navigational skills of these 
children. One ·colonist journeying through remote territory in the Gulf of  
Carpentaria region noted that his young Aboriginal assistant was extremely 
adept at finding food for them both. He asserted: 
28 
29 
30 
He is a keen observer; no sign or secret of the forest escapes him - he is 
great at hunting the small fry rubbish of the bush. At our dinner camps 
he will turn out lizards and grubs from all sorts of unexpected places . 
Queenslander, 2 1  November 1 885, p .827.  
Queenslander, I 0 April 1 886, p.585. 
Queenslander, 1 8  February 1 888,  p .255 .  
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He roasts them, and has great feeds .3 1 
The settler further described how the young Aboriginal child was able to 
catch a rat for dinner when no other food appeared available. 32 It is evident 
that other Europeans depended on Aboriginal children to provide them 
with sustenance. Christie Palmerston used his Aboriginal child guide, 
Pompa, to find water for them both. 33 
Explorers and early settlers and the Aboriginal children who accompanied 
them were frequently isolated from contact with other Europeans for 
considerable lengths of time. This forced isolation, combined with the 
constant reliance on the skill of Aboriginal child guides, meant that some 
European explorers and early settlers developed particularly intense bonds 
with their Aboriginal child workers . The experiences of Pahnerston and his 
Aboriginal child guide Pompa, provide a clear illustration of the strong 
dependence and attachment that could build between Aboriginal child 
guides and their European employers . In 1 88 1 , Pahnerston was temporarily 
blinded in one eye after a skirmish with a north Queensland Aboriginal 
group. He suffered intense pain which he later described as 
3 1  
32 
33 
Queenslander, I 0 Apri l I 886, p.585. 
Ibid. 
Queenslander, 26 February 1 88 1 ,  p.274. 
Figure 734 
A European explorer in  Queensland in the 1 890s with two 
Aboriginal child guides 
34 Cummins and Campbells Monthly Magazine, Vol. 4, No. 28 (August 1 929), p.49. 
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unbearable and found himself in such prolonged agony that he was unable 
to sleep for seven days. During this period, Pahnerston was wholly 
dependent on Pompo, who brought him food and attended to all his other
needs and protected him. When Palmerston had recovered to the extent 
that he was able to mount a horse, Pompo led him from the lVIitchell River 
region, where the attack had taken place, to Union Camp, later renamed 
J\!Iount J\!Iulligan, and then to Thornborough, where he was able to receive 
the urgent medical attention that restored his eyesight. 36
A considerable amount of information was recorded about the relationship 
between Palmerston and Pompo. This material clearly illustrates some of the 
contradictory elements in the relationships that formed between European 
explorers and early settlers and their Aboriginal child guides and assistants . 
Pompo died of a fever when he was still a child and Palmerston asserted 
that Pompo's death caused him great personal devastation.37 He wrote that:
This irreparable loss plunged me into great misery. Even now, it is with 
an overwhelming sense of grief and swimming eyes, I copy these lines. It 
is not in me to express how much this little [A]borigine had endeared 
himself to me by his bright intelligence and fidelity. 38
While Palmerston's sentiments were almost certainly genuine, he was far 
from a benevolent employer during Pompo's lifetime. He caused severe 
physical injury to the child on at least one occasion by slashing him in the 
36 Queenslander, 22 January 1 88 1 ,  p. 1 09 ;  Queenslander, 29 January 1 88 1 ,  p. 1 40- 1 4 1 and 
Queenslander, 5 February 1 88 1 ,  p. 1 73 .  
37 Cummins and Campbell 's Monthly Magazine, February 1 947, p.7. 
38 Queenslander, 22 September 1 883,  p.478.  
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neck with a knife.39 While explorers and early settlers often owed their very 
survival to the skills and aid of Aboriginal children, it seems that Europeans 
rarely allowed themselves to reward these children with kindness. 
Aboriginal children as interpreters 
The employment of Aboriginal children as interpreters was closely 
connected to the use of Aboriginal children as guides and companions . 
Aboriginal children who could act as intermediaries between settlers and 
Aboriginal groups provided Europeans with an invaluable service. While a 
great proportion of settlers did not even attempt to negotiate with 
Aboriginal groups and immediately directed violence towards these people, 
there were exceptions. Some colonists were prepared to use Aboriginal 
adults to translate negotiations between Europeans and local indigenous 
populations.40 It is highly probable that a number of the Aboriginal people 
who performed this highly valuable work were children. 
Recorded cases of Aboriginal people translating accords provide cogent 
evidence of the valuable service that Aboriginal workers in this capacity 
provided. Perhaps the most famous early settler to use an Aboriginal person 
to translate negotiations was Robert Christison of Lammermoor station. In 
39 
40 
p.57-58 
Queenslander, 22 January 1 88 1 ,  p. 1 40- 1 4 1 .  
See for example. M .  M .  Bennett, Christison of lammermoor (London : Alston Rivers, 1 927), 
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1 866, Christison forcibly captured an Aboriginal man, renamed him Barney, 
taught him English and learnt the local indigenous language from the young 
man. Christison admitted that the young Aboriginal man had learnt English 
much quicker than he had learnt the local indigenous language. Once 
Christison had learnt the local language, he was able to reach a peaceful 
settlement with the local indigenous population.41 A number of other 
settlers, including Robert Gray, the owner of the Httghenden station, which 
was adjacent to Christison's run, \Villiam Chatfield, the owner of Natal 
Downs station and Frederick Bode, the owner of Strathdon station, all used 
Aboriginal interpreters in the colonial period.42 There is evidence that 
colonists used Aboriginal children, as well as Aboriginal adults, to translate 
conversations and make accords with indigenous populations .43 
While Aboriginal children who could communicate with local indigenous 
populations and speak English must have been extremely valuable to 
European settlers, there is only one recorded incident of an Aboriginal child 
being used in this way. The scant evidence which is available indicates that 
this employment was limited to the early colonial period. In 1 882, the 
Queenslander newspaper provided the only published account of an 
Aboriginal child being employed in this capacity. The newspaper mentioned 
4 1  Ibid. 
42 A. J. Al l ingham, "Burdekin Frontier" in Henry Reynolds, ed.,  Race Relations in North 
Queensland (Townsvil le, Queensland: History Department, James Cook University of North 
Queensland, 1 978), p .90-9 1 .  
43 Queenslander, 25 February 1 882, p.237. 
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that a ten-year-old Aboriginal boy was working as an interpreter with the 
Native Police Force in Northern Queensland.44 The child successfully 
managed to obtain important information about another Aboriginal group 
from an Aboriginal woman, who greatly appreciated being spoken to in her 
own language. The newspaper also mentioned that the child was outfitted 
in a small Native Police Force uniform.45 While information is negligible, it 
is apparent that Aboriginal children who were employed as translators 
provided settlers with vital labour and it is most probable that these children 
were not rewarded for this . 
Aboriginal children on the goldfields 
During the colonial period, Aboriginal children also worked on 
Queensland's goldfields. This is not extraordinary, considering the extent of 
the gold rushes in Queensland during this period and the large supply of 
labour that was needed. At least one Aboriginal child played a particularly 
important role in the gold rushes of the 1 870s. In 1 87 1 , Jupiter, an eleven-
year-old Aboriginal boy employed by Hugh Mosman, was the first person to 
find gold at Charters Towers.46 This discovery caused a considerable rush to 
the region and by the end of 1 873, there were more than 4500 miners 
44 
45 
46 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
G. C. Bolton, A Thousand Miles Away: A History of North Queensland to 1 920 (Canberra: 
Austral ian National University Press, 1 972), p.50. In an interesting aside to this case, government 
correspondence mentions that a "Jupiter Mosman" was granted an exemption from the various 
Aboriginal Acts in  force in  the state in  1 936. See Health and Home Affairs Department, Register of 
General Letters Received, 1 936, A/4742, Queensland State Archives. 
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working the fields:n Apart from discovering gold, Aboriginal children were 
also employed as workers on the goldfields. Henry Reynolds stresses this 
point, describing an instance from the 1 860s, where two European men 
stole two Aboriginal boys specifically for the purpose of selling their labour 
to other Europeans for use on the north Queensland goldfields.48 
Unfortunately, there is no information describing the specific type of labour 
that Aboriginal child workers on Queensland's goldfields were expected to 
perform. Work on the goldfields was indisputably physically strenuous, with 
many adult white workers complaining that this labour was draining and 
debilitating.49 Indeed, European officials believed that this labour was too 
stressful for European children to undertake and introduced specific pieces 
of legislation to outlaw the use of European child labour on the goldfields .  
The Mines Regulation Act ef1 881  stipulated that no European male children 
under fourteen and no European females should be employed below the 
ground on goldfields.50 Despite this official objection to the use of 
European children, settlers continued to employ Aboriginal children on the 
goldfields. While these children provided settlers with much needed labour, 
the cases available indicate that these young Aboriginal workers were not 
47 "Report of the Superintendent Commissioner Jardine on the Gold Fields of Charters Towers, 
Broughton, the Cape River, Ravenswood and Normanby", Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1 873,  
Vol . I ,  Part 2, p. 1 073.
48 Henry Reynolds, Frontier (North Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1 987), p.74.
49 "Report of the Royal Commission appointed to inquire into certain matters relating to the 
Mining Industry'', Queensland Parliamellfary Papers, 1 9 1 1 - 1 9 1 2, Vol . 3, p.559. 
50 June Stoodley, The Queensland Gold-Miner In the Late Nineteenth Century: His Influence 
and Interests, MA thesis, University of Queensland, 1 964, p.272. 
treated well by their employers and were instead viewed as chattels and 
objects. 
Aboriginal children as 'errand boys' 
At least one Aboriginal child was employed as an 'errand boy' in colonial 
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Queensland. Unfortunately, there is a dearth of sources describing the exact 
duties that an 'errand boy' might have been expected to perform. Bill 
Thorpe has noted that a number of Aborigines were used to deliver 
messages in colonial Queensland. 51 It seems most feasible that the 
Aboriginal children who performed this type of labour and undertook more 
general types of errands for Europeans were referred to as 'errand boys. ' 
JY1ost of the cases of Aboriginal children performing this type of labour 
would have occurred in the early colonial period when communication 
between stations was poor. Consequently, these children almost certainly 
laboured before the implementation of legislative provisions which 
demanded the registration of Aboriginal workers. Therefore, it is certain that 
the majority of all cases of Aboriginal children working as 'errand boys' 
would not have been officially recorded. 
The one documented case of an Aboriginal child working as an 'errand boy' 
was only noted on official correspondence because this child was admitted 
5 1  Thorpe, Colonial Queensland: Perspectives on a frontier society, p.68. 
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to the Cooktown Hospital in 1 891  for an unspecified period. The child, 
Tommy, was ten-years-old and was originally from Cooktown.52 While no 
further information relating to the child's stay in hospital was provided, it is 
likely that the child was either injured during the course of performing his 
duties or by his employer. It is also feasible that the child was merely 
admitted to hospital with a typical childhood ailment. Unfortunately, the 
scant details that were recorded about this case mean that it is not possible 
to draw any significant conclusions about the employment of Aboriginal 
children in this capacity. It can however, be noted with certainty that 
Aboriginal children were employed as 'errand boys' in colonial Queensland. 
Aboriginal children as labourers 
There are also several recorded accounts of Aboriginal children working as 
labourers in Queensland in the later part of the nineteenth century and early 
part of the twentieth century. The bulk of  the Aboriginal children who were 
officially recorded as being employed as labourers were male and this is not 
at all surprising. Queensland's missions and reserves primarily trained male 
Aboriginal children to perform menial agricultural and labouring tasks either 
on pastoral properties or on farms. The overwhelming majority of male 
Aboriginal children who were sent out from missions and reserves were 
52 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital, HOS 1 3/ 1 8, 24 July 1 89 1  -
29 July 1 892, Queensland State Archives. 
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conveyed to pastoral stations. It is evident, however, that substantial 
numbers of other male Aboriginal children were sent out to perform labour 
on farms. While many female Aboriginal children also undertook this type 
of labour, they were almost certainly officially listed as being domestic 
servants because of prevalent ideas about suitable types of labour for males 
and females. As Chapter Five explained, many Aboriginal domestic servants 
were expected to perform physically draining labouring tasks, in addition to 
their domestic duties. 
Little information was ever recorded about the specific duties that the 
Aboriginal children who were employed as a labourers may have been 
expected to undertake. One typical annotation-on government 
correspondence simply notes that Tiger, a seven-year-old Aboriginal boy 
was employed on a fruit and dairying farm in the Laura district of northern 
Queensland in 1 9 1 3. 53 While negligible information was kept about the type 
of tasks an Aboriginal child labourer might have been required to perform, 
there is enough primary evidence to prove that there were unremitting 
requests for Aboriginal children who could perform this type of work well 
into the twentieth century. Even as late as 1 91 1 ,  the Superintendent at 
Murgon Aboriginal settlement received a considerable number of requests 
SJ Protector of Aboriginals, Laura, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 2 December 1 9 1 9, in­
letter no. 04637 of 1 9 1 9, A/58679, Queensland State Archives. 
Figure 854 
An Aborig inal  g i rl employed on a poultry farm i n  1 908 
54 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginal s for the Year I 908". Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers. 1 909, Vol . 2, p.97 1 .
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for Aboriginal children who could perform labouring duties.ss The 
continued demand for these young workers does indicate that Aboriginal 
children performed whatever labouring duties were demanded of them with 
distinction. 
Aborig inal children as circus performers 
Aboriginal children from Queensland were also employed as circus 
performers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. l\fost of 
these children were males who were moved around the country by travelling 
circuses. While this type of employment initially appears extraordinary, it 
was not considered remarkable by colonial commentators during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. During this era, Aboriginal people 
were frequently treated as oddities and novelties and were exhibited around 
the country in travelling shows. The historian Judith McKay has observed 
that this type of 'entertainment' served the purpose of perpetuating negative 
racial stereotypes by presenting dispossessed indigenous people as 
'savages. 's6 
A number of Queensland Aboriginal people were taken around Australia by 
travelling circuses in the nineteenth century. A typical reference in the 
55 See for example, Jack Low to the Superintendent, Aboriginal Settlement, Murgon, 4 
November 1 9 1 1 [ in-letter no. not provided] ,  A/58665, Queensland State Archives. 
56 J. M .  McKay, " 'A good show' :  Colonial Queensland at i nternational exhibitions", Memoirs of 
the Queensland Museum, Cultural Heritage Series, Vol .  I ,  Part 2 ( 1 998), p. 1 75-343 . See particularly 
pages 232-246. 
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Q11eenslander newspaper in 1 882 mentioned that six Aboriginal men originally 
from Queensland were on display in 1-fanly, New South Wales, as curios by 
a l\lr. Barnum, founder of the well-known Barnum and Bailey 's Circus. 57
1-kKay has cited a tragic 1 883 case where nine Aborigines were taken from 
north Queensland to North America and Europe to be exhibited in 
travelling shows. Six of these Aboriginal people died while travelling. The 
three who survived this employment were not returned to Queensland by 
the circus owner. Instead, he abandoned them in New York after their 
performance there. 58
Aboriginal children from Queensland were employed in circuses soon after 
the free settlement began in the Moreton Bay District in 1 842. In 1 845, 
Tetaree, an Aboriginal boy from Stradbroke Island, was taken to Scotland by 
the owner of Franconi's circus, based in Edinburgh.59 Tetaree was employed
by the circus for seven years. His case was somewhat unusual, however, 
because his employer did eventually return him to his Stradbroke Island 
home. Another incident of an Aboriginal child being used as a circus worker 
occurred in the 1 880s, when an Aboriginal boy, Tippo, then four-years-old, 
was abducted from his north Queensland traditional area and taken to 
57 
58 
59 
Queenslander, 3 March 1 883,  p.348. 
McKay, '"A good show' : Colonial Queens land at i nternational exhibitions", p.232-246. 
Moreton Bay Courier, 3 1  July 1 852, p .2 .  
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Victoria by the owner of Fil/is' Circ11s.60 After his labour had been exploited 
over the course of several years, the child was abandoned in Victoria. A 
minister of religion, Daniel lYiatthews, who had previously been involved in 
the founding of an Aboriginal mission in New South \Vales, subsequently 
took charge of the child and renamed him Charlie Chambers. Over the 
course of the next four years, he was subjected to a systematic course of 
religious instruction. In 1 898, Archibald l\feston mentioned that Tippo, by 
now an adult, was serving a four-month sentence in Boggo Road Jail as 
punishment for a violent attack.61
There are a number of other cases of Aboriginal children from Queensland 
being taken to the southern colonies by European circus owners. In 1 892, 
Dick Melbourne, from north Queensland, aged seven or eight years, was 
forcibly moved from Cairns to Melbourne by an unnamed circus owner.62
No efforts were made to return the child to his original location. Yet 
another account of an Aboriginal child being abducted by a circus owner 
was reported in the late nineteenth century. In this 1 897 case, a five-year-old 
Aboriginal boy named Jack was employed in Baker's Circtts and had been 
made to perform in localities across Queensland.63 He was never returned
60 Archibald Meson to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 1 5  June 1 898, i n-letter no. 08 1 48 of 
1 898, COUl 45,  Queensland State Archives. 
61  Ibid. 
62 "'Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 899", p.6. 
63 Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, 3 February 1 905 , In-letter no. 1 72 of 1 905, 
A/58750, Queensland State Archives. 
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to his original location. The owner of Baker's Circ11s was clearly a shady 
character. In 1 901 , only four years after Jack's story had come to the 
attention of officials ,  the owner of this circus abducted another nine-year-
old Aboriginal boy, named Frank. O fficial correspondence noted that this 
child had been employed in Baker's Circus for at least four years .64
While there is a considerable body of evidence that demonstrates that a 
number of Aboriginal children were employed in circuses, there is no 
material that describes the exact type of work they were expected to 
perform. It is reasonable, however, to assume that these children proved to 
be very adept because the majority of these Aboriginal child workers were 
employed for long periods of time. Furthermore, Europeans showed they 
were extremely keen to employ these workers by resorting to very 
unscrupulous practices to obtain their services .  These Aboriginal children 
were almost certainly useful to circus owners; yet the balance of evidence 
indicates that they gained no benefits through their employment as they 
were almost always mistreated and suffered from their employment. 
64 '·Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 905", Queensland Parliamentarv 
Papers, 1 906, Vol . 2, p.926. 
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Aboriginal children as jockeys 
There is very little information about the employment of Aboriginal children 
as jockeys. Despite this, there is evidence that at least one Aboriginal child 
was employed in this capacity. In 1 904, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals 
mentioned that a young Aboriginal boy in an unspecified district was 
employed as a jockey. The child must have performed his duties well 
because the position lasted for another three years. 65 As has been
emphasised in preceding chapters, settlers believed that male Aboriginal 
· children were particularly suited to work with livestock during this period. 
This considered, it is highly likely that other Aboriginal children 
were also employed as jockeys. 
The unknown Aboriginal child workers 
While it has been possible to provide an overview of the working 
experiences of many Aboriginal children in diverse occupational categories ,  
a large proportion of the Aboriginal children who worked for Europeans in 
Queensland in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries never had the specific 
nature of the duties they performed officially recorded. Consequently, little 
information can be provided about the experiences of these children in 
these categories. It is clear, however, that significant numbers of Aboriginal 
children were working for Europeans very soon after the commencement of 
65 Protector of Aboriginals, Croydon, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 23 January 1 907 , in­
letter no. 274 of 1 907, A/5875 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
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free settlement in the l\Ioreton Bay District and that settlers were content to 
employ either male or female Aboriginal children. 
A number of colonial newspapers made references to the employment of 
Aboriginal children without describing the specific type of  labour these 
children performed. In 1 851 , the Moreton Bt!J Cottrier newspaper mentioned 
the employment of a fifteen-year-old Aboriginal boy, who "spoke very good 
English and had evidently been long domesticated with white people" but 
no further details were forthcoming.66 In 1 884, the Queensland Punch 
described the extraordinary life experiences of an unnamed Aboriginal man 
from Gayndah, employed by a European in an indeterminate capacity as a 
child. He had been taken to England, where he had been presented to the 
Queen.67 While this is the most unusual reference to the employment of an 
Aboriginal child in an unknown capacity, there are other mentions of 
Aboriginal children being employed in unspecified occupational categories .  
In 1 888, the Queensland Figaro carried an article which mentioned that a 
young Aboriginal girl had been "domesticated" through her employment 
with Europeans. 68 
66 
67 
68 
Moreton Bay Courier, 1 6  August 1 85 1 ,  p .3.  
Queensland Punch, 1 August 1 884, p. 1 56. 
Queensland Figaro, 3 1  March 1 888,  p.56 1 .  
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During the 1 890s, when the Queensland government began to take a greater 
interest in the Aboriginal inhabitants of the region, official correspondence 
mentioned the details of several other Aboriginal children who were 
employed in various capacities. In 1 890, two Aboriginal children, "both just 
aged over fourteen", were taken from the Dunwich Benevolent Asylum and 
placed into service."69 No additional details were either requested or
provided. In 1 89 1 ,  Phillip Lee, a Winton settler, wrote to the Colonial 
Secretary, seeking pennission to remove to Sydney the seven-year-old 
Aboriginal boy he employed. Pennission was granted but once again, no 
further information regarding the type of work the child performed was 
recorded.70 There are other similar examples. In 1 894, W. D. Bowkett took
a female Aboriginal child he employed to Sydney. The child's work capacity 
again was not mentioned.71
During the first half of the twentieth century, officials referred to a number 
of other cases of Aboriginal children working in unspecified fields of labour. 
In 1 909, one government official noted that a Croydon resident had 
employed an eight-year-old Aboriginal girl "for a considerable time."72 He
did not elaborate further on the type of work the child provided. In 1 9 1 5, a 
69 P. Smith, Benevolent Asylum, Dunwich, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 28 May 1 890, 
i n-letter no. 6084 of 1 889, COUA6 1 7, Queensland State Archives. 
70 Phi l l ip Lee, Winton,  to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 7 August 1 883, in-letter no. 09284 of 
1 893, COUA743, Queensland State Archives. 
7 1  W .  D .  Bowkett, Herberton, to the Colonial Secretary, Brisbane, 9 January 1 894, in-letter no. 
300 of 1 894, COUA758, Queensland State Archives. 
72 Protector of Aboriginals, Croydon, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals Brisbane, [date not 
provided] ,  In-letter no. 2 1 74 of 1 909, A/5868 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
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European official at Cardwell noted that an Aboriginal child named Colin 
was employed in the district.73 Again, no supplementary information was
supplied. While these reports are vague, most of these Aboriginal children 
appear to have worked at their jobs for a considerable period, indicating that 
they performed their duties adeptly. There is also a notable body of 
evidence to indicate that many of these children were grossly mistreated by 
their European employers . 
The overall similarities in the experiences of these Aboriginal child 
workers 
While Aboriginal children provided valuable labour for European settlers in 
an extraordinarily diverse range of capacities, these labouring children 
shared many common experiences with each other and with their 
counterparts who were employed as domestic servants, pastoral workers and 
pearling and beche-de-mer workers . Almost all of these young workers were 
employed without permits or without regular sanctioned government checks 
on their wellbeing. Consequently, the bulk of these young Aboriginal 
workers remained ensnared in harmful employment situations. There are 
many examples of these workers being injured during the course of their 
employment; not being paid wages; being denied an education and not 
receiving life's basic essentials . Furthermore, the great majority of European 
73 9 October 1 9 1 5 ,  CPS 1 2  J/62, 25 January 1 9 1 5  - 1 6  February 1 926, Queensland State 
Archives. 
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mast�rs treated their Aboriginal child workers as though they were inferior. 
Emotional abuse was often compounded by physical and sexual abuse. 
Aboriginal children employed in these fields of labour responded to their 
oppressive employment situations in similar ways to their counterparts in 
the more typical fields of labour considered in previous chapters. 1fany 
attempted to run away from their employers; a number resisted their 
employment by stealing for their employers and other children 'played up' 
and misbehaved during the course of their employment. Ultimately, despite 
the efforts of these Aboriginal children to resist highly exploitative 
employment situations, there can be no doubt that masters were able to 
exercise almost total domination over these Aboriginal child workers and 
that the children themselves remained trapped in employment situations that 
resembled slavery. 
Although little primary evidence was kept, based on evidence revealed in 
previous chapters, it is reasonable to assume that a considerable number of 
the Aboriginal children who were employed in these other sectors would 
have sustained injuries while perfonning physically rigorous types of labour. 
The risks involved in the performance of labour for Europeans were 
canvassed earlier in the chapter. It is also important to note that a number of  
working Aboriginal children employed in the disparate fields of labour 
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surveyed in this chapter were admitted to hospital. It  is not possible to 
discern whether these children received medical attention because of  
childhood ailments or because they were injured while working. During this 
period, colonists tended to treat all but the most serious ailments at home. 
This would suggest that the Aboriginal children who were admitted to 
hospitals suffered from serious complaints. Furthermore, a number of 
Aboriginal children who laboured in the other capacities considered in 
preceding chapters were admitted to hospital with injuries that were 
sustained while working, which strongly suggests that at least some of these 
Aboriginal children employed in other capacities were also admitted to 
hospital with injuries sustained during employment. 
Some Aboriginal children who were employed in other capacities were 
admitted to hospital before the colonial period had ended. In 1 889, two 
Aboriginal children employed as labourers in Cooktown were hospitalised 
for unspecified reasons . One of these children, Sambo, aged fourteen, from 
the Eight-mile area, died in hospital five days after he was admitted.74 The
other child, Toby, who was also aged fourteen, from the Cooktown region, 
stayed in hospital for nine days before he was discharged.75 In 1 89 1 ,  a
fifteen-year-old Aboriginal child, Peter, who was also employed as a 
7-t Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital ,  HOS 1 3/ 1 5 , 9 September 
1 899 - I 0 February 1 890, Queensland State Archives. 
75 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital , HOS I 3/ 1 5 , 9 September
I 899 - JO February 1 890, Queensland State Archives.
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labourer, was admitted to the Cooktown Hospital for a stay of one week.76
The following year, in 1 892, another Aboriginal child, Tommy, the 
aforementioned solitary recorded 'errand boy', was admitted to the 
Cooktown Hospital for unspecified reasons for a month.77 In 1 896, Rosie, a
twelve-year-old Aboriginal child who was employed by a police constable in 
an uµknown capacity, was admitted to the Cooktown Hospital for three 
days, before she died of unspecified causes.78
Aboriginal children employed in these other capacities performed physically 
rigorous tasks and risked sustaining injuries .  Despite this, they very rarely 
received remuneration for their labour. Christie Palmerston, the explorer, 
employed three Aboriginal children at various times. Despite benefiting 
considerably from the extraction of their labour, he did not pay any of them 
wages in exchange for their service. Similarly, there are no recorded cases of 
any of the Aboriginal children who were employed as  interpreters, as  'errand 
boys', on the gold fields or jockeys receiving payment for their labour. 
In the rarer cases when Aboriginal child workers did receive payment for 
their labour, they had been sent out to employment situations from 
76 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital , HOS 1 3/ 1 8, Queensland 
State Archives. 
77 Cook Hospital Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital , HOS 1 3/ 1 8, Queensland 
State Archives. 
78 Cook Hospitals Board, Admissions Registers, Cooktown Hospital, HOS 1 3/20, 9 August I 893 
- 26 December 1 894, Queensland State Archives. 
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Aboriginal missions and reserves. The government had an interest in 
ensuring that these children received their wages, as it received a percentage 
of this income. It is important to be aware that even in the cases when 
Aboriginal children were paid wages, employers frequently attempted to 
underpay these workers . In 1 9 1 1 ,  the Chief Protector of Aboriginals 
became aware of one case, where a fifteen-year-old Aboriginal boy, Bertie 
from Ukalunda, who was employed in an unspecified capacity, was not paid 
the correct wages by his employer.79 
Additionally, most of these Aboriginal child workers were denied access to 
an education. There is only a solitary recorded instance of an Aboriginal 
child employed in any of these employment categories ,  receiving an 
education.80 This child's education ended abruptly when his employer 
abandoned him. Overall, most employers do not seem to have felt obliged 
to send their Aboriginal child workers to school, despite the provisions of  
the Education Act of1 875, which legally compelled them to do so.81 
Furthermore, most employers did not teach their Aboriginal child workers 
to read and write. In 1 901 , Protector Galbraith, from Normanton, made this 
point to Walter Roth, the Normanton Protector of Aboriginals .82 
79 
80 
8 1  
2 I August I 9 I I ,  POL I I /B I ,  Queensland State Archives. 
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginal s  for J 905", p .  1 5 .  
"Annual Report o f  the Northern Protector o f  Aboriginals fo r  J 902", Queensland 
Parliamellfary Papers, 1 903, Vol.  2, p.46 1 .  
82 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I ", Queensland 
Parliamellfary Papers, 1 902, Vol . I ,  p. I 1 38 .  
437 
Previous chapters have pointed out that many European employers moved 
Aboriginal child workers large distances from their traditional localities and 
denied them contact with their families . There is a paucity of recorded 
material on the individual experiences of the Aboriginal child workers 
considered in this chapter. It is almost certain., however, that large numbers 
of Aboriginal children employed in atypical fields of labour were moved 
considerable distances from their traditional localities and were denied 
contact with their cultures .  There is ample evidence that all of the Aboriginal 
children who were employed in circuses were denied contact with their 
family groups and culture. One settler, who employed an Aboriginal child 
worker as a guide across western Queensland, commented that the child had 
had very little contact with Aborigines and that this had negatively 
influenced the child's attitude towards other Aboriginal people, as he was 
frightened of them. 83 Cultural deprivation and isolation would have caused
Aboriginal child workers serious long-term psychological devastation.84
The bulk of employers appear to have neglected the emotional requirements 
of their young Aboriginal workers. There is also ample evidence that many 
employers treated these children as if they were inferior. While Europeans 
83 Queenslander, 1 8  February 1 888, p.255.  
84 See particularly the findings of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 
Bringing them home: National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Children from Their Families (Canberra: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1 997), 
p. 1 53-233.
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certainly benefited enormously from the employment of Aboriginal 
children, it does not appear that many employers formed emotional 
attachments to these young workers. In 1 901 ,  Protector Galbraith from 
Normanton informed Walter Roth that the majority of employed Aboriginal 
children did not receive affection from their employers and were 
consequently "pariahs [who were] led astray by the first person who speaks 
kindly to them."85 In 1 905, the Chief Protector of Aboriginals described the 
circumstances of George, an Aboriginal boy from Herberton who was 
employed in an unknown capacity.86 His employer had "reared him from 
infancy" and, somewhat unusually, had arranged for him to attend school 
and receive an education. She left for another location for an extended 
period, however, leaving the child unattended. The neglected child started 
stealing and other Europeans lodged complaints over the child's behaviour. 
He was subsequently removed to Yarrabah Aboriginal mission. 87 
While many Aboriginal children may have sustained injuries while 
performing labour for Europeans, a number of other Aboriginal children 
suffered physical abuse at the hands of their employers . There are many 
examples of this occurring. The explorer Christie Palmerston relied heavily 
on assistance provided by two young Aboriginal guides on an 1 883 trip he 
8 5  .. Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 90 I '' ,  Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, 1 902, Vol . I ,  p. 1 1 38 .  
86 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for J 905". p. J 5 .  
87 Ibid. 
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made from I\fourilyan Harbour to Herberton. Palmerston knew these 
children were providing him with essential labour, yet he still mistreated 
them by handcuffing them together every night to prevent them from 
escaping.ss Palmerston also caused injury to the Aboriginal boy, Pompa, 
who accompanied him on many of his journeys.s9 
The abuse of Aboriginal child workers in these other fields of employment 
continued throughout the twentieth century. In 1 902, Walter Roth 
mentioned that Harry, a twelve-year-old Aboriginal boy from Cloncurry, had 
been "placed on a chain occasionally when he mis behaves himself. "90 Two 
years later, in 1 904, Roth provided evidence that Aboriginal girls were also 
susceptible to abuse when he reported that a ten-year-old Aboriginal girl, 
employed in an unknown capacity, had been removed from an employer 
who "knocked the child about" while in a drunken state.91 There are other 
documented cases ·of employed children being abused. In 1 91 7, the Chief 
Protector of Aboriginals received a letter describing the appalling way an 
employer treated a young Aboriginal boy. The child was flogged with whips 
and called "a little black waster." An observer considered that the child was 
treated "beyond all human reason. "92 
88 Queenslander, 29 September 1 883,  p.5 1 8 . 
Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 1 897, Vol . 84, p. 1 547. 
"Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", p.46 1 .  
89 
90 
91 "Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904". Queensland Parliamentarv 
Papers, 1 905, Vol . I ,  p.759. 
-
92 [Author, date and in-letter no. not provided],  N58680, Queensland State Archives. 
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In a number of instances, sexual abuse compounded the trauma of physical 
abuse. This caused not only tremendous psychological scarring but also 
caused long-term physical damage to some Aboriginal children. One such 
case came to the attention of officials in 1 905. Two Aboriginal girls aged 
between fourteen and fifteen years, who were employed performing 
unspecified types of labour, were sent to Barambah Aboriginal reserve with 
venereal diseases they had contracted after being sexually exploited by their 
employer. 93 
There is an abundance of evidence to prove that a number of the Aboriginal 
children employed in the various fields of labour considered in this chapter 
formulated and implemented strategies to resist the domination and control 
of their European employers . 94 As Chapter Six argued, male Aboriginal 
children appeared to be more willing or able to implement strategies to resist 
their European employers. This is probably attributable to the larger size 
and physical strength of male children as compared to female children. 
There were more male than female children employed in the capacities 
considered in this chapter. This considered, it is not surprising that there are 
93 Pol ice Sergeant, Roma, to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, 4 October 1 905 , in-letter no.  
I I 289 of 1 905 , A/5875 1 ,  Queensland State Archives. 
94 For more on powerless workers using strategies of resistance, see Orlando Patterson, The 
Sociology of Slavery•: An Analysis of the Origins, Development and Structure of Negro Slavey Society 
in Jamaica (Cranbury, New Jersey:  Associated University Presses, 1 969). Gary Y. Okihiro has a l so 
edited a text exploring this further. See Gary Y. Okihiro, ed. ,  Jn Resistance: Studies in African, 
Caribbean and Afro-American History• (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1 986). 
a considerable number of recorded instances of Aboriginal children 
employed in these other fields of labour resisting the power of their 
European employers . There are recorded incidents of young Aboriginal 
workers attempting to run away from employment situations; of young 
Aboriginal workers stealing from their employers and of these children 
misbehaving or 'playing up' to resist the dominance of their European 
employers . 
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Aboriginal children employed in almost every field of labour in Queensland 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries most frequently resisted 
exploitative employment situations by running away. The only exception to 
this occurred in the pearling and beche-de-mer industries, where there are 
no recorded incidents of Aboriginal children attempted to run away. This is 
almost certainly attributable to the practical difficulties involved in escaping 
from a boat out at sea. This was not an concern for the Aboriginal children 
employed on the mainland in the capacities studied in this chapter. 
Consequently, running away was the most popular method of resistance 
practised by these Aboriginal children. 
In 1 902, Protector Galbraith of Normanton, observed that absconding was 
the most frequently practised method of resistance Aboriginal child workers 
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used.95 On rare occasions, this method of resistance met with a degree of 
success. In 1 906, a police inspector from the �fount Garnett Police Station 
noted that a sixteen-year-old Aboriginal boy had become dissatisfied with 
the way his employer had treated him and had run away from his situation.96 
The success of the child in this instance was probably due to his age. A 
younger child would probably have been less  able to find an undetectable 
location in which to hide. Based on cases examined in previous chapters, it 
would appear that European employers forcibly recaptured most of the 
Aboriginal child workers who tried to run away. 
The Aboriginal children employed in the fields of labour considered in this 
chapter also used theft as a method of resistance. The degree of success that 
this method ultimately engendered is debatable. In 1 903, Archibald Meston 
noted that he had arranged for a fifteen-year-old Aboriginal boy, who had 
been caught stealing while employment, to be removed from employment 
and sent to Durundur Aboriginal reserve.97 While the child was removed 
from an unfavourable employment situation, he was not given the 
opportunity to be reunited with his traditional family group and was instead 
sent to an authoritarian Aboriginal reserve in a distant location. Two years 
95 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 902", Queensland Votes and 
Proceedings, 1 903, Vol .  2,  p.46 1 .  
96 Police Inspector, Mount Garnett Pol ice Station, Mount Garnett, to the Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals, Brisbane, in-letter no.  852 of 1 906, A/58680, Queensland State Archives. 
97 Archibald Meston to the Under Secretary, Home Office, 2 February 1 903, in-letter no. 0 1 524 
of 1 903, COL/ 1 44, Queensland State Archives. 
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later, in 1 905, another Aboriginal child, Jack Baker, who had been employed 
under abusive conditions in Baker's Circus, was removed to Y arrabah 
Aboriginal mission after he was caught stealing.98 In 1 9 1 7, Willie, an 
Aboriginal child who was employed as a labourer at Malanda, was charged 
with theft.99 The outcome of  these cases indicates that theft was not a 
successful method of resistance. 
Other Aboriginal children employed in these atypical fields of labour 
resisted exploitative employment situations by misbehaving. In 1 900, Walter 
Roth described the case of one seventeen-year-old Aboriginal girl, who had 
been brought up from infancy by the owner of the Gregory Downs Hotel. 
The girl had been employed for a considerable time and had been 
considered a well-behaved employee. By 1 900, however, the licensee of the 
hotel considered that the girl was deliberately misbehaving and informed 
Roth that she had lost all control over her and wanted to have her removed 
to an Aboriginal mission. 10° Four years later, Roth reported another case of 
an Aboriginal child misbehaving while in employment. A ten-year-old boy, 
Tommy, from Hughenden, had been removed from his employment 
situation to Yarrabah Aboriginal mission after he "developed mischievous 
98 Walter Roth to the Under Secretary, Public Lands, 3 February 1 905, in-letter no. 1 72 of 1 905, 
A/58750, Queensland State Archives. 
99 29 May 1 9 1 7, Pol ice Station Atherton, Watch-house Charge Books, 1 5  June 1 9 1 4 - 22 
December 1 9 1 7, QS 629/ l ( 1 ), Queensland State Archives. 
100 Walter Roth to the Home Secretary, 26 June 1 900, in-letter no. 1 0526 of 1 900, A/58752, 
Queensland State Archives. 
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propensities and could not be controlled."10 1 Again, the ultimate degree of 
success fostered by this method of resistance is questionable because while 
the Aboriginal children who misbehaved were able to escape unfavourable 
employment situations, they were usually removed to distant Aboriginal 
missions and reserves. 
The similarities in the methods of resistance selected by Aboriginal children 
employed in various capacities in Queensland in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries reveal the overall correspondence in the working 
experiences of these children and their counterparts employed in the more 
typical fields of labour considered in earlier chapters . While these children 
were far from passive objects of European domination, they were severely 
limited in the ways they could react to European aggression. 
Aboriginal children were clearly essential workers in a range of other 
capacities in Queensland almost from the start of free settlement in the 
region until the middle of the twentieth century. Much of Queensland was 
first charted by Europeans who were assisted by Aboriginal child workers 
acting as guides, assistants and interpreters . Once they had established their 
grasp on the region, Aboriginal children were employed on the goldfields, as 
'errand boys', labourers and circus workers and as jockeys. Furthermore, a 
IOI  ''Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1 904", p.758. 
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large number of Aboriginal children performed labour for Europeans in 
indeterminable positions. While these fields of employment are disparate, 
the Aboriginal children who laboured in these occupational categories had 
working experiences that were remarkably alike. The extraction of 
Aboriginal child labour in these fields took a heavy toll on the lives of these 
children. �fany of these children sustained injuries during the course of 
performing their duties. The majority of these child workers were not paid 
wages and did not receive an education or life's basic essentials. European 
employers generally treated these children as their inferiors and there are 
many instances of these children being physically, sexually or emotionally 
abused. Some of these young Aboriginal workers employed in these other 
capacities did attempt to implement strategies of resistance against their 
European employers, however, these strategies do not appear to h.ave been 
effective due to the power imbalance between Aboriginal children and 
European adults. This strongly accords with conclusions drawn in previous 
chapters. 
Ultimately, the European employers of Aboriginal children in these 
disparate fields of labour were able to exercise a great deal of dominance 
over their lives. Like their counterparts who provided colonists with vital 
assistance as domestic servants, pastoral workers and pearling and beche-de­
mer workers, these children remained trapped in a situation that was akin to 
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slavery. The many similarities between the experiences of Aboriginal 
children considered in this chapter and in previous chapters indicate that the 
working lives of Aboriginal children in all fields were dramatically influenced 
by their age and position as children. 
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CONCLUSION 
Employers benefited enormously from the employment of Aboriginal 
workers in many different fields of labour in Queensland between 1 842 and 
1 945. It is clear that a substantial number of these workers were Aboriginal 
children who were more susceptible to abuse than Aboriginal adults. These 
young Aboriginal workers occupied a uniquely subjugated position in the 
colony, and later the state, because of their racial categorisation, their youth 
and, in some instances, their sex. Aboriginal child workers in Queensland 
overwhelmingly did not freely opt to enter the European workforce and 
their performance of labour was almost always extremely detrimental to 
their physical and emotional welfare. When considering the overall 
experiences of these Aboriginal child workers, it is evident that they were 
trapped in employment situations that were, in the words of Anthony 
Trollope, "something like slavery."1  
This thesis has argued three major points. First, that a large number of 
Aboriginal children were employed in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. 
Secondly, that these Aboriginal child workers were the most oppressed 
employees in Queensland during this period because of their racial 
classification, youth, and occasionally, their sex. Finally, it argues that the 
Anthony Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, Vol. I (London: Dawsons of Pall Mall ,
1 873), p.73. 
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experiences of these workers are best understood when viewed through a 
slavery framework. In studying the employment of Aboriginal child labour 
in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945, this thesis makes a substantial 
contribution to three different areas of historiography. It augments 
understandings of racial interaction between Aborigines and Europeans in 
Queensland during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries .  I t  
enhances contemporary knowledge of labour history by exploring the 
experiences of a group of workers who have received very little historical 
recognition. Finally, it makes a contribution to the history of  childhood in 
Queensland by examining the experiences of indigenous child workers . 
It is clear that many Aborigines worked for white employers in Queensland 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries .  While many of 
these workers proved to be highly skilled at manoeuvring within the 
capitalist economic system, they were not participating in a free and 
equitable exchange of labour. European intrusion into the region had 
dramatically damaged the balance of traditional Aboriginal society and 
caused the destruction of the Aboriginal economic system. Aborigines who 
moved into the new economic system were compelled to do so because 
colonis�s had wrought an unprecedented destruction on their ecosystem. In 
this context, the Aboriginal movement into the dominant economic system 
449 
must be viewed as 'unfree' and adult Aboriginal labour must be described, at 
the very least, as a form of unfree labour.2 
Working Aboriginal children occupied a much weaker position than 
working Aboriginal adults in Queensland in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries .  These children were not only vulnerable because of 
their membership of a dispossessed sub-group, their status as  children 
meant they were even more prone to exploitation.3 The sizeable power-
imbalance between children and adults makes it impossible for equitable 
labour arrangements to take place between children and adults . 
Consequently, employment agreements between children and adults are 
fundamentally exploitative in every sense. 
Employed female Aboriginal children were even more vulnerable to 
exploitation. They faced oppression due to their connection with three 
structurally disadvantaged groups - as members of an indigenous population 
in a colonial society, as children and as females.4 It is important too remain 
cognisant of the fact that sexism was rampant in Queensland during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with females occupying a socially 
underprivileged position throughout this period. Female Aboriginal 
2 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology (Berkeley, 
California: The Universi ty of Cali fornia Press, 1 978), p. 1 27- 1 28 .  
3 Alec Fyfe,  Child Labour (Cambridge : Pol ity Press, 1 989), p . 1 -27. 
4 Raymond Evans, " 'Don' t  You Remember B lack Al ice, Sam Holt? '  Aboriginal Women in  
Queensland History", Hecate, Vol . 8 ,  No.  2 ( 1 982), p.7 
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children were less likely than their male counterparts to respond to 
mistreatment by retaliating violently against their employers. They were also 
more vulnerable to attacks from sexual predators than employed male 
Aboriginal children. 
Considering the exploitative nature of Aboriginal child labour, it is 
disconcerting to note that large numbers of Aboriginal children were 
employed in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945. This thesis has used a 
substantial amount of quantitative data to demonstrate that a great number 
of Aboriginal children were employed in Queensland between 1 842 and 
1 945 . Indeed, this evidence strongly indicated that at least one-third of 
female Aboriginal workers were under the age of eighteen and at least one­
fifth of male Aboriginal workers were under the age of eighteen. 
Aboriginal child workers were employed in several occupational categories 
consistently throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 
Queensland. The majority of female Aboriginal children were engaged as 
domestic servants, while the bulk of male Aboriginal children were 
employed in the pastoral industry. Female children were largely employed in 
this capacity because settlers considered this to be one of the very few 
occupational categories suitable for them. Male Aboriginal children were 
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predominantly employed as pastoral workers because this type of 
employment was considered to be 'masculine'. While the majority of 
Aboriginal children were employed in these two occupational categories, it is 
apparent that the pearling and beche-de-mer trade was also highly 
dependent on labour provided by Aboriginal children. More male than 
female Aboriginal children were employed in these marine industries; but 
the gender imbalance was not as substantial as it was in the fields of 
domestic service and pastoral work. Smaller numbers of indigenous 
children were employed in a range of other capacities such as guides and 
interpreters; on the goldfields; as 'errand boys'; labourers; in circuses; and 
as jockeys. 
There were four overlapping economic and social factors that drew 
employers to Aboriginal child labour. First, settlers employed Aboriginal 
children because of the shortage of other workers in the colony, and later 
the state. Secondly, these servants represented the most inexpensive form 
of labour available in the region. Thirdly, settlers were aware that Aboriginal 
children were easier to control than Aboriginal adults . Finally, settlers 
argued that Aboriginal children could be civilised and the indigenous threat 
disbanded if Aboriginal children were made to perform labour for 
Europeans. 
452 
By the late nineteenth century, when the Queensland government first 
formulated substantial legislation dealing with Aborigines,  exploitative 
employment practises involving Aboriginal child workers had become firmly 
entrenched by settlers. Consequently, the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction 
of the Sale of Opium Act of1 897, the first major piece of legislation dealing 
with Aborigines, did not condemn or regulate the employment of these 
young workers . Indeed, officials did not draft legislation to prevent the 
employment of Aboriginal children under after the conclusion of the 
Second World War. This contrasts substantially with the increasingly strict 
controls the government introduced to protect working European state 
children during the early twentieth century. 
Evidence uncovered by this study has revealed that Aboriginal children 
overwhelmingly did not freely decide to enter into employment 
arrangements during the period considered in this thesis. From 1 842 to 
1 945, Europeans entirely controlled the entrance of Aboriginal children into 
the dominant workforce. Aboriginal child workers themselves had very 
little power over their movement into the workforce. In the period before 
the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 
1 897, Europeans most commonly obtained their Aboriginal child workers 
through the violent technique of kidnapping. Fewer numbers of  employers 
obtained their child workers by using the children of adult Aboriginal 
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workers they had 'let in' or by relying on official agents to procure their 
Aboriginal child workers for them. After the passage of the 1 897 Act, 
which forced the majority of Queensland's Aboriginal population onto 
Aboriginal missions and reserves, settlers continued to kidnap Aboriginal 
child workers and to coerce the children of adult Aboriginal workers they 
had 'let in' to labour. In this later period, however, the majority of 
employers obtained Aboriginal child workers by using financially deprived 
Aboriginal missions and reserves as labour depots. The one constant factor 
that is evident throughout this entire period is the lack of control that 
Aboriginal children had over their own movement into the workforce. 
Europeans forced Aboriginal children into the capitalist economic system 
and treated them poorly once they had begun performing labour. Although 
Aboriginal children were engaged in a range of different fields of 
employment, they shared similarly oppressive working experiences. 
Overall, the extraction of labour from Aboriginal children was highly 
damaging to their physical and emotional welfare. I t  is evident that the 
working experiences of Aboriginal children were extremely negative and this 
remained constant during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Throughout the timeframe considered in this thesis, employers seemed 
unconcerned about the health and welfare of Aboriginal child workers. 
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They did not modify the difficult labour tasks these children were expected 
to perform. Consequently, a number of Aboriginal children sustained 
injuries while performing physically arduous tasks. The majority of these 
workers were not remunerated for their labour, most were not educated, nor 
did they receive the basic essentials of life. Employers frequently 
exacerbated the distress caused by material deprivation by denying 
Aboriginal children contact with their family groups and culture. The 
psychological trauma this caused both young Aboriginal workers and their 
family groups is almost unimaginable. While Aboriginal children were often 
prevented from socialising within their family groups, almost all European 
employers treated Aboriginal child workers as if they were inferior. There 
are many instances of masters abhorrently exploiting their power over these 
young workers . There are even recorded cases of employers murdering 
Aboriginal child workers . 
Despite the tremendous power imbalance between Aboriginal child workers 
and their European employers, Aboriginal children did not simply accept 
the mistreatment their employers doled out. Instead, many displayed 
considerable initiative and immense bravery in formulating and 
implementing strategies to resist the dominance of their European 
employers . Overall, there were very few differences in the methods of 
resistance that male and female Aboriginal children opted to use against 
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their employers. Evidence does, however, indicate that male Aboriginal 
children were more likely to use violence against their masters. It is 
important to note that the use of violent behaviour was not a popular 
strategy of resistance. The bulk of Aboriginal child workers resisted the 
domination of their employers by attempting to run away from their 
employment situations. The Aboriginal children were adopted this method 
of resistance were probably also attempting to reunite with their family 
groups. Apart from absconding, Aboriginal children opposed their 
employers by stealing from them, by misbehaving and by destroying their 
property. 
With very few exceptions, these strategies of resistance were not successful. 
Most who attempted to run away from their employers were recaptured and 
punished for their actions. In some instances, Aboriginal children who 
stole, misbehaved or destroyed property were removed from their 
employment situations. On the surface, it appears that this was a positive 
result. A closer examination of the experiences of these children though, 
reveals that removal did not result in more favourable situations. The 
overwhelming majority of  Aboriginal children removed from employment 
situations were not reunited with their family groups. Instead, they were 
sent to distant missions and reserves or were punished by legal authorities. 
456 
Anthony Trollope displayed a surprising degree of perception in 1 873, when 
he commented that the situation of a working Aboriginal child resembled 
that of a child. If  slavery is seen to exist when an employer holds a grossly 
exaggerated degree of power and domination over an employee, then there 
can be no doubt that Aboriginal children occupied positions that were 
analogous to slavery. Aboriginal children were the most vulnerable and 
powerless workers during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries . 
They were subjugated because of their race and their youth, and in some 
instances, their gender. The extreme degree of power that Europeans held 
over these children was evident in a number of different ways. Aboriginal 
child workers did not freely choose to enter the dominant economy but 
instead were compelled and forced into their employment arrangements 
with Europeans. Once these children began to perform labour, their 
physical and emotional welfare was severely jeopardised. Despite this, 
Aboriginal children overwhelmingly were unable to resist the domination of 
their employers. Consequently, as Trollope observed, working Aboriginal 
children occupied a position that was "something like slavery."5 
5 Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, Vol . I ,  p.73. 
APPENDIX A1 
Gen dered brea kdown of A bori g i n a l  c h i ldren 
employed i n  Qu eensland,  1 842-1 945 
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2% 
40% 
58% 
D male Aborig inal  child ren 
female Aborig inal  
children 
D unknown 
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APPENDIX B2 
Occu pational  categ ories of Aborig i nal 
ch i l d ren em ployed i n  Queensla n d , 1 842-1 945 
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APPENDIX C3 
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Aborig inal  workers in  official ly reg istered 
employment in Queensland by decade, 1 904-
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APPEND/X E 
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APPENDIX F 
Observations relating to the total number of Aboriginal 
chi ldren employed in Queensland, 1 842-1 945 
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Providing a sound estimation of the number of Aboriginal children 
employed in Queensland between 1 842 and 1 945 is an impossible task. For 
much of the period considered in this thesis, the Queensland government 
did not keep statistics relating to either Aboriginal people in ·the region or to 
the numher of Aboriginal workers employed in Queensland. It was not
until the passage of the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium 
Act of 1 897, that provisions were introduced that required European 
employers to officially register Aboriginal labour. Evidence provided 
throughout this thesis has shown that most European employers did not 
follow this requirement and that many European officials did not insist on 
adherence to this provision. 
Despite this, there is a great body of evidence that proves Aboriginal 
employees were essential workers in Queensland in the nineteenth and early 
463 
twentieth century.6 In 1 899, Archibald Meston, the Protector of Aboriginals 
for Southern and Central Queensland, estimated that more than 2000 
Aboriginal workers were employed in the southern reaches of the colony.7 
This thesis has shown that more Aboriginal workers were employed in the 
northern half of the state than the south. This would indicate that an 
absolute minimum of 4000 Aboriginal workers were employed in
Queensland in 1 899. Later statistics indicate that Aboriginal child workers 
generally constituted one-third of all female Aboriginal workers in the state 
and one-fifth of all male Aboriginal workers in the state. Based on these 
figures, it is reasonable to assume that at least one thousand Aboriginal 
children were employed in Queensland in 1 899. Primary commentary by 
government officials, who claimed that most residents in the Gulf of 
Carpentaria region employed Aboriginal child labour, would confirm this 
high figure. 8 
My own search through primary and secondary sources yielded the details of 
909 individual Aboriginal child workers employed in Qu�ensland between 
1 842 and 1 9454 As previously mentioned, the majority of Aboriginal child 
workers would not have had their employment officially recorded. While 
6 See Dawn May, Aboriginal Labour and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from white 
settlement to the present (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 187-190. for a discussion 
of the problems involved in calculating the number of Aboriginal workers employed in this industry 
and her conclusion that Aboriginal workers outnumbered European workers on many stations. 
1 Archibald Meston to the Home Secretary, 14 February 1 899, in-letter no. 0361 8 of 1 899, 
COL/140, Queensland State Archives. 
8 "Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1 901  ", Queensland 
Parliamentary Papers, 1902, Vol. 1 ,  p. 1 141 .  
464 
incomplete statistical evidence makes it impossible to provide an estimation 
of the precise number of Aboriginal children who were employed in 
Queensland during this period, it is evident that thousands, rather than 
hilndreds of Aboriginal children laboured for Europeans between 1 842 and 
1945. Unfortunately, inaccurate records and the high rate of unofficially 
employed Aboriginal child workers make it impossible to draw more 
specific conclusions. 
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